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Karen on an overturned chair
The study of history through the exploration of  visual sources such as paintings, sculpture, illustrated manuscripts, tapestries and maps, can be as valuable as the examination of textual evidence.  They can facilitate the historian to interrogation of societal norms and values, as well as assisting in the examination of  such aspects of life as clothing and housing.  Alongside this, visual evidence is vital for the art historian and those engaged in the history of production design. The historiography of visual culture,  therefore, is hugely important. 
 Driven by the invention of photography,  images  are now so ubiquitous in modern visual culture that they barely command notice. It can be argued that the invention of the camera has democratized visual culture and provides an important window on everyday life in a way that  hitherto could only be interpreted by those engaged painterly arts.  However, the usefulness of such images may be contested.   
Derek Sayer for example, posits that visual sources created before the development of photography are seen  as more authentic than  images created with a camera and he considers this to be ‘[ironic, given that] photography the modern world is awash with such images to an extent that is without historical precedent’.[footnoteRef:2] He argues that that photographs can never be objective as they are inevitably implicit in the notion of the message, or referent. This position is supported by  Tagg  who argues that ‘Photographs are never evidence of history: they are themselves historical’ [footnoteRef:3].  However, Bazin argues that images ‘…satisfy, once and for all and in its very essence, our obsession with realism’[footnoteRef:4] and this is supported by Sontag who states that photographic images offer historical  proof and are evidentiary records in their own right.[footnoteRef:5]   [2:  Derek Sayer, ‘The Photograph: the still image’ in History Beyond the Text ed. Barber, Sarah., and C. M. Peniston-Bird. Abingdon: Oxon. Routledge (2009)]  [3:  Tagg, John, The Burden of Representation : Essays on Photographies and Histories p. 65 (Basingstoke: Macmillan, 1998)]  [4:  Andre Bazin, The Ontology of the Photographic Image.  Tr. Hugh Gray https://www.jstor.org/stable/1210183 [accessed 13th December 2023]
]  [5:  Susan Sontag On Photography New York: Penguin (1979) p5] 

This essay will explore these arguments using an image the work of the late photographer, Tish Murtha from her 1981 series, Youth Unemployment.  A descriptive and ideological approach will be used in order to examine the political and social context within which this image was created and to consider whether photographic sources can be seen as an historiography in their own right, or whether their value is in supporting the evidence of written texts.[footnoteRef:6] [6:  For further reading on ideological approaches, please see Richard Howells, Visual Culture (p72). Cambridge, Blackwell (2005)] 

Karen on an overturned chair, was shot on a 35 mm film camera and is a 12 x 10 inch silver bromide, black and white documentary photograph made as part of a photo series aimed at drawing attention to the deprivation caused by unemployment in the area of Newcastle in which she grew up.[footnoteRef:7]   This image, along with others from the series has been shown in public exhibitions[footnoteRef:8], book publications[footnoteRef:9] and in newspaper articles[footnoteRef:10].  She also has an official website which is maintained by her daughter, Ella[footnoteRef:11] [7:  The analogue equipment and processes cannot be used to help date the image as photographers still use them for contemporary image making.]  [8: Selected  exhibitions include, The Photographer’s Gallery, London Tish Murtha Works 1976 – 1991 https://thephotographersgallery.org.uk/whats-on/tish-murtha-works-1976-1991 [accessed 2nd December 2023];   Newcastle City Council, Tish Murtha: Demon Snapper, Tish Murtha: From the Inside and Tish Murtha: Camera in Hand. https://www.newcastle.gov.uk/Tish-Murtha-House-opening [accessed 2nd December 2023]. 
 British Culture Archive, A Woman’s Work – A Celebration of Female 20th Century Documentary Photography. https://britishculturearchive.co.uk/british-culture-archive-exhibitions/exhibition-a-womans-work/ [accessed 2nd December 2023];  West End Women and Girls Centre Tish Murtha Exhibition. https://westendwomenandgirls.co.uk/whats-on/tish-murtha [accessed 12th December 2023]  ]  [9:  Youth unemployment has been available at many book outlets including Amazon, Waterstones, and Blue Coat Press https://bluecoatpress.co.uk/product/youth-unemployment/ [accessed 12th December 2023]. However, it is currently out of print.]  [10:  ‘’These kids mattered’: Tish Murtha’s images of childhood poverty in the UK – in pictures’ The Guardian 17th November 2023. https://www.theguardian.com/artanddesign/gallery/2023/nov/17/tish-murtha-images-of-childhood-poverty-uk-in-pictures [accessed 3rd December 2023]. 
‘The powerful work of Tyneside photographer Tish Murtha is showcased in three new exhibitions’ Chronicle Live  9th March  2023 https://www.chroniclelive.co.uk/news/history/powerful-work-tyneside-photographer-tish-26427066  [accessed 12th December 2023];  ‘Photographs of childhood in 1970s Newcastle by Tish Murtha’ The Times 12th November 2023. https://www.thetimes.co.uk/article/photographs-of-childhood-in-1970s-newcastle-by-tish-murtha-hf5dwnm9p [accessed 12th December 2023];  ‘A portrait of the socialist as photographer’ Morning Star online 16th November 2023 https://morningstaronline.co.uk/article/c/portrait-socialist-photographer [accessed 12th December 2023]; https://morningstaronline.co.uk/article/trish-murtha-captures-beguiling-images-unemployed-youth [accessed 3rd December 2023]
‘Tish Murtha was a brilliant photographer who fought Thatcher with her camera’. She deserved better. The Big Issue online 3rd December 2023. https://www.bigissue.com/culture/film/tish-murtha-photographer-documentary-paul-sng/ [accessed 12th December 2023]]  [11:  http://www.tishmurtha.co.uk/ [accessed 4th December 2023]] 

Karen is  sitting on an upturned leather or plastic covered dark coloured  chair which is ripped on the base.   She is wearing a light macintosh coat, check skirt and light coloured top, along with black shoes. This can serve as an indicator of 1980s fashion.  Her hair is held back by a large pin to the right hand side whilst the left of her face is obscured by her fringe.  One hand is draped over the chair, and she holds a stick in the other and is poking the ground with it.  She has a sad expression and whilst it is not possible to see the expressions of the boys, they appear bored and disinterested.  
Karen is in the right hand third of the image.  This is a common photographic technique designed to draw the eye over the image and onto the main subject and to create emphasis.  In this case, the viewer also sees the burning furniture, the buildings in the background and Murtha has used the  taller, older boy standing just behind Karen to achieve this.   In addition, the inclusion of the pavement and kerb further draws the eye from the left to the right drawing the viewer to a younger boy who is looking at the fire, and onwards to the derelict houses. Finally, the shooting in black and white removes the distraction of colour, concentrating on tone and contrast to create a more dramatic image.  This picture would not have looked as bleak if it was in colour.  The techniques used to process this image have helped to create an air of despondence and loss of hope amongst the subjects.  The boys are bored and Karen herself looks as though she has nothing to look forward to. This image evokes the reality of deprivation in 1980s Newcastle but does not necessarily reflect a true reality of Thatcher’s Britain given the aesthetics of the image and the platforms on which the image stood.  For example, in 2017, The Morning Star published an article in which it described Youth Unemployment as: 
 a powerful document of the period and, by implication, a condemnation of an iniquitous system. It prompts the question whether Newcastle is very different today under the present draconian government.[footnoteRef:12] [12:  ‘Picture this: Tish Murtha captures beguiling images of unemployed youth’ The Morning Star] 


and in a 2023 review of a film about her life, the paper also notes that the Youth Unemployment exhibition was also the subject of a House of Commons debate on Redundancy funds where the deprivation in Newcastle is discussed.[footnoteRef:13]  In its own review of the film, the Guardian discussed ‘Thatcherism and the painful decline it caused in her native northeast of England’ [footnoteRef:14] and whilst these headlines and debates may appear to support the reality of the image, the truth may be more nuanced.   In May 1979, Margeret Thatcher became the first UK woman Prime Minister using the Campaign slogan, ‘Labour isn’t working’.   [13:  Hansard Redundancy Fund Bill. Volume 999: debated on 18th February 1981. https://hansard.parliament.uk/Commons/1981-02-18/debates/0b436f81-7acf-45de-be93-50df87f17ec3/RedundancyFundBill?highlight=tish%20murtha#contribution-34b6680e-5f02-4281-b075-3c789fa6b496 [accessed 14th December 2023]]  [14:  ‘’These kids mattered’: Tish Murtha’s images of childhood poverty in the UK – in pictures’ The Guardian 17th November 2023.] 
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Labour isn't Working Campaign poster 1979[footnoteRef:15] [15:  ‘Saatchi isn’t working: ad agency crisis deepens as director and co-founder quit’ The Guardian 10th December 2019 https://www.theguardian.com/media/2019/dec/10/saatchi-isnt-working-ad-agency-crisis-deepens-as-directors-and-co-founder-quit [accessed 13th December 2023].] 


During her first term in office, Thatcher’s  government pulled away from the Post-War Settlement and discarded previous governments’ promises to full employment and nationalised industry.  With the aim to cut inflation which was running at an average of thirteen percent[footnoteRef:16], public spending was cut, interest rates were raised and legislation to restrict the powers of the trade unions was initiated.  In addition, the government encouraged a more individualist approach to the economy and industry and introduced the power of the ‘market’ into the public sector.[footnoteRef:17]  Prior to 1979 regional aid to large manufacturing companies was crucial to the survival of some of the biggest employers in the country, however in July 1979, the Industry Secretary Keith Joseph cut £233 million of grants and regional aid to areas of special assistance and ordered the National Enterprise Board sell assets to raise £100 million resulting in  £130 million being returned to the private sector.  The government also ordered efficiency reviews of major nationalised industries.  In the first year alone, British Rail announced 40,000 job losses, British Steel announced 53,000 redundancies and the National Coal Board posted a £19 million loss.  In Tish Murtha’s  Newcastle,  collieries, docks, shipbuilding, and steel works all closed  within two years.[footnoteRef:18] Statistical evidence is stark, showing the programme of privatisation resulted in an overall UK job loss of 2,063,000 over the first eight years of Conservative office and that fully two thirds of these were in the North.[footnoteRef:19]  Youth unemployment was a  particular issue. In 1980, twenty five percent of Tyneside teenagers were unemployed with an overall 150% increase over the Conservatives first term.  The deprivation and hopelessness caused by a life on the dole is signified in the faces and body language of the subjects in Murtha’s image.  Another aspect of historical significance is the derelict housing.  One of Thatcher’s key policies was the implementation of The Housing Act 1980 which gave council tenants the right to buy their home.  More than 458,000 houses were lost from council stock in the first three years of the scheme whilst only 215,580 were rebuilt to compensate. Furthermore, in the ten years to 1985, nearly 56,000 houses in the northeast were lost through the slum demolition programme[footnoteRef:20].  The effects of this programme are clear to see in Karen on an overturned Chair.  Overall, this image creates a narrative that is indeed situated in the early 1980s and, combined with the other images in the photo series, creates a powerful chronicle of life under the first years of the Thatcher era.  It cannot, however, be regarded as a reliable historical source to demonstrate how her economic policies caused ‘the painful decline in Murtha’s native northeast of England’[footnoteRef:21].  In 1979 Murtha created another set of documentary photographs entitled Juvenile Jazz Bands which not only recorded the Jazz Bands of the area, but also illustrated the lives of the ‘rejects’.[footnoteRef:22]  In the image below a number of children are sitting on waste land and building rubble.  In the foreground children are playing with dolls and pan lids for tambourines and at least one of the children is smoking.  In the background a group of boys can be seen trying to overturn an abandoned car.  Through this image, it can be seen that deprivation was not a new concept in Newcastle and that poverty was a cultural reality for many people.  In spite of the promises of the Post-War Settlement, Full Employment, and subsidies for nationalised industry, in 1978/9 the UK suffered a set of strikes known as ‘The Winter of Discontent’ which laid the groundwork for the Conserative election victory in May of 1979.[footnoteRef:23] [16:  Worldwide Inflation Data Inflation Great Britain 1979 2023. https://www.inflation.eu/en/inflation-rates/great-britain/historic-inflation/cpi-inflation-great-britain-1979.aspx [accessed 14th December 2023]]  [17:  John MacInnes, Thatcherism at Work Milton Keynes: Open University Press (1987) pp 1-3 ]  [18:  Martin Homes THE FIRST THATCHER GOVERNMENT 1979 – 1983 Brighton: Wheatsheaf (pp 41-43)
England’s Northeast. North East England: the 70s and 80s. https://englandsnortheast.co.uk/1970-1989/#:~:text=Sep%2012%2C%201980%20%E2%80%93%20Consett%20steel%20works%20close&text=The%20closure%20results%20in%20the,subject%20of%20much%20media%20attention. [accessed 14th December 2023]]  [19:  Ron Martin ‘The Political Economy of Britain’s North-South Divide’ in Jim Lewis and Adam Townsend (eds.) The North-South Divide London: Chapman (1989)]  [20:  Jim Yelling ‘The incidence of slum clearance in England and Wales, 1955 – 1985’ Urban History 2. 27 (2000) 234 – 254 p. 239]  [21:  ’These kids mattered’ The Guardian 17th November 2023.
]  [22:  Tish Murtha| Juvenile Jazz Bands, Newcastle, 1979.  British Culture Archive    https://britishculturearchive.co.uk/tish-murtha-juvenile-jazz-bands-newcastle-1970s/ [accessed 15th December 2023]]  [23:  For further information on the Winter of Discontent see:  Martin Holmes The Labour Government 1974 – 1979 Political Aims and Economic Reality London: Macmillan (1985) Ch.VIII] 
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Karen on an overturned chair does hold some value and significance as an evidentiary historical source.  However, without text to give context, it loses some of its ability to ‘speak’ to the viewer.  This does not mean that her images are of no historical significance as they are irrevocably linked to the time and space in which they were created but that they work better when effectively textualized and discussed, not as with the propaganda articles of The Morning Star but as a real life reflection of growing up in poverty in Newcastle in the 1970s and 1980s.  
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Kenilworth Road Kids. (Juvenile Jazz Bands, 1679).
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