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Observational Writing 

 

Image taken from neworleans.me 

Clarence John Laughlin was an American photographer renowned for his surrealist photographs. He was born in 

1905 and died in 1985 and is now immortalised by the plethora of books and around 17,000 photographs he left 

behind. He utilised models, costumes and props to the fullest extent I think he possibly could have and was able to 

create many fascinating images during his time. In an article it is stated that he “considered himself a writer first and 

a photographer second, and saw image making as a form of visual poetry.” (LENSCRATCH, 2019) and I believe he 

truly lived by those words, his works still being very impactful today - using strong compositions and expert lighting 

to express how his love for poetry and image-making were intrinsically linked. He focused mostly on architectural 

decay, sometimes adding in people or other objects to create a more emotional reaction from the viewer – more 

often than not, feelings of melancholy or provoking thoughts of what happens after life, or if there is an afterlife at 

all.  

“Laughlin emphasized a connection between the visual and verbal in his work, and he accompanied each image with 

a poetic caption. These captions reflect his abiding literary interests and his belief that the written word augments 

the visual image.” (mocp.org, n.d.). Many of the titles he named his works were often just as enigmatic and 

mysterious as the images themselves. Through just the title and image, he was able to tell a story. 



 

“A Memory of Undine”, 1948. Image taken from Artsy.net 

“Laughlin’s photography sought to capture the eternal soul of the structures he chose. He had a remarkable ability to 

capture a haunting moment, freezing that thought-provoking stillness for posterity. His feeling was, you don’t go out 

to find the photograph — you go out so the photograph can find you.” (Preservation Resource Center of New 

Orleans, 2014). I like the sentiment of how he felt about “the photograph finding you,” it feels like everywhere he 

went beauty found him, and he found beauty in the things that sought out him. I love the slightly creepy aspect of 

his works, often having strikingly ghost like qualities and many references to ghosts and the afterlife in them. He 

took many photos of ruined and rickety buildings, graveyards and sometimes added in a sad figure amidst the wreck 

and decay to give a more forlorn feeling to it. 

It is obvious to see that he had a very artistic frame of mind, portraying feelings of loneliness and isolation in his 

work, slight romanticism and a disregard for societal norms when producing his photographs, not doing what is 

usually done within the boundaries of photography. Some people argue that he was the true creator of surrealism 

photography, being dubbed “The Father of American Surrealism,” by the High Museum of Art (2019), and due to my 

large interest in his work I think that I would agree to some extent. His play with negatives and the haunting effect it 

produced is beautifully symbolic. 
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Manifesto Writing 

 

4. Art should not be censored. 

The idea that art containing heavy themes (violence, nudity, 

etc) should be censored goes against the whole reason people 

make art. People make art to express themselves, to express 

things they’ve been through, to show how they feel. “The ideas 

of expressing yourself through art and censorship do not 

always get along. There has been a long history of galleries, 

libraries and other public places being shut down because they 

have showcased “inappropriate” art. This essentially tells the 

artist that their feelings are not worthy of showing and that 

what they feel is wrong.” (Hunakaistudio.org, 2015). One of 

the most common arguments for censorship is that such art 

should be censored just in case children may happen to see it. To that, I would ask why children are being allowed to 

view such things, especially in galleries made to showcase art of that nature. Censoring someone’s story through 

their art invalidates the time, the materials, and the emotion they put into their work. 

5. Art references should be used when necessary. 

As an artist who happens to have aphantasia, a condition in which I cannot visualize imagery in my mind, using 

references for my art is essential in order for me to understand the way in which my art goes. This greatly impacts 

my art in a way I don’t believe artists without aphantasia would understand but using references to draw from helps 

immensely not only to complete the piece I’m working on, such as getting anatomy and composition the way I want, 

but also to improve my art in the long run. In general, I believe all artists should use references if they’re not 

producing something abstract. “When remembering what we saw in the past, we are pulling from our imperfect, 

limited visual memory ... it is very likely that you don't know all the relevant details needed to recreate it,” (CG 

Cookie, 2019). This quote perfectly summarises my thoughts on the topic, our memories are never completely 

accurate unless we spend a substantial amount of time studying a certain subject. 

7. Art should be criticised respectfully. 

Throughout my time on the internet, I’ve seen many people attempt to critique other people’s art, more often than 

not without the prompt to give feedback or without permission from the artist. I feel like this is an incredibly 

insensitive thing to do as, if there is no information given about the artwork then I feel it should be up to the viewers 

interpretation of it and should not be critiqued as the artist likely made it look a specific way to evoke a certain 
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reaction. I feel critique on someone’s work should only be given if explicitly asked for – even if there is a glaring 

“mistake”, I think it should be up to the artist whether or not they did it on purpose, or if they should choose to 

change it. “It always sounds like an open invitation to have someone be mean to your work. And, by extension, that 

means being mean to you … if you’re someone who also has a rather-too-vocal inner critic, receiving a “critique”, or 

deciding to give yourself one, can be a recipe for shoving the paints back in the cupboard and leaving them there.” 

(Mason, 2020). It’s very important to be careful what you say about a person’s art as you never know how they may 

react, and I know that personally I would feel discourage if people felt the need to critique my work without asking 

first. 
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Practice-based Writing 

Korky Paul is a British illustrator, one of which I admired greatly as a child. He is the illustrator of the Winnie the 

Witch books, of which I still own a set of just to look through every now and then, as the illustration in them is so 

greatly detailed. I could probably spend hours looking at each page and find something new every single time. I 

really love how detailed his drawings are despite still being cartoony in style, and the colour palettes he uses are 

always intriguing to look at and work well together. Paul uses pen, pencil, watercolour paints, as well as ink. This 

seems to be to go-to process for illustrators in the early 2000s as it works to create really effective illustrations. 
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Illustration of Winnie the Witch by Korky Paul 

Character design is something I’ve always been interested in and the way Paul does it is so inspiring to me. He so 

easily shows a character’s personality though their design which is something I’m always working towards being able 

to do. Winnie and Wilbur’s (the cat’s) designs complement each other so well, it almost being portrayed as a 

relationship in which Wilbur is the smarter, more logical character and Winnie being a character of chaos and 

impulse. 

In a 2015 interview with the Scottish Book Trust, he talks about his process of drawing Winnie – how he conveys 

movement and emotion as well as showing how he deals with “mistakes” in his drawings. He accidently spills a drop 

of ink onto his drawing, which he decides to make a spider out of. I really like how calm he is about it and doesn’t 

worry about it at all, just going with the flow and seeing where his drawing goes. It’s inspiring to me as I’m very 

particular about my art and I get stressed out if it’s not quite how I imagined it to be, but I feel like I can learn from 

him to just accept mistakes along the way and turn them into something to be proud of. 



 

Photograph: Korky Paul 

In another 2015 interview Korky Paul shows a step-by-step guide for how he readies his illustrations to be printed 

into books, taking into account the spine of the book as well as the page borders. In the interview he states, “When 

you’re illustrating a book, especially when somebody else writes the words, it’s really important to draw the position 

of the text! You don’t want to make a beautiful drawing and then find there’s no room for the words… the authors 

don’t like that very much.” (Paul, 2015). I find this to be incredibly useful as usually when I’m drawing my own 

illustrations, I’m so focused on how it looks, I often forget to leave enough space if I want to include text which 

always poses the problem of having to rearrange certain aspects of my drawing I may not want to change, such as 

canvas size or composition.  
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