



The Shifting Function of a photograph 
Introduction 

From a very young age, I have always been interested in looking through family photo albums. I would enjoy evaluating the photos; looking at my family members and examine how they, and the familiar environments, have changed throughout time. I would enjoy the essence of getting out a photo album, and entering into a semi- familiar world, but also a distant one. Looking at my family from the past, has always been a surreal experience for me. Every snap shot gives off affect, as it’s that feeling of familiarity and closeness, yet an additional feeling of the unknown and distance.

Recently I have inherited boxes full of my grandmother’s photo albums, and it has allowed me to reflect on the overall concept of a family album; I enjoy the idea of printing out a set of photographs and editing them into a self- made book. I believe that the self-curation of our own images is a very personal and mindful concept. It allows us to evaluate our visuals, and to let us experience the affect and emotion it projects upon the individual. 

I have also been reflecting on, how since the introduction of social media, the function of a photograph has shifted dramatically, and how photo albums mean something very different these days. We’re no longer sharing our memories with our family members, but with our friends, our mutual companions, and with people we don’t even talk to.  

For my dissertation, I intend to write about the vanishing art of a photo album, and the overall shifting function of a photograph. Since the beginning of social media, we feel the need to share our images on these platforms for all to see. We have the tools to create a digital album, that we can preserve for a lifetime. 

I want to research into the many areas that my subject area consists of, and I will discuss them in greater detail.  My research and findings will allow me greater knowledge into the subject, and it will also encourage me to design my sub and main questions. 

















Key Words 


These are my chosen key words, which I will use to balance out my writing.

· Memory - This word plays a major role within photography. I will be looking closely into the relationship between memory and photography. I intend on reading into what our photographs do to us, regarding affect and emotion, and whether our visuals enhance, or hinder our memories from the past. 

· Vernacular photography– This is an area of photography which I am particularly interested in. The art of capturing mundane situations in a special and beautiful way. This has been taking place since the early 18th century. I will be looking into the history of this genre of photography, and where it has originated from, to then be incorporated into an album. I will also be talking about photographers who practice/ have practiced in this field. 

· Change- This word will introduce the topic of what a photo album means to someone, and how that essence has changed throughout time. Focusing on the introduction of technology and social media; I will be considering how the family album of this generation, is no longer a physical item, and the idea of being able to edit and manipulate our images in a completely different way. 




























Memory
The definition of memory is the faculty by which the mind stores and remembers information. We experience different types of memory; from sensory memory where, one hears a song from their past, which then psychologically takes them back to a certain time in their life. Or to smell a specific scent which reminds them of someone, something, or a place. Some also experience visual memory, whereby we preserve some characteristics of our senses pertaining to visual experience. We are able to place in memory visual information which resembles objects, places, animals or people in a mental image. This plays into the relationship between memory and photography. For example, when looking at an image, I receive a greater recollection and remembrance of the occasion in said image. My sensory memory broadens, and I am able to experience a wide range of affective senses, when looking at an image from the past. 
I intend to research into what a photograph can mean to someone. I would like to find out how others feel when looking through family photo albums, and whether their visuals affect their memories and senses. For me, photographs are brief frozen segments of time, which can evoke and convey many emotions, feelings, and memories. 

Research Findings; 

https://photoplacegallery.com/blog/photography-and-memory/

Polly Gaillard enters her blog post by questioning the importance of a photo album, and why it would be the first thing that many would save in a burning house fire. She uses author Sally Mann as an example of someone who believes that photographs subvert the power of memory. Mann shares; 

“I’ve lost any clear idea of what my father looked like, how he moved, sounded; the him-ness of him.  I only have this (photograph).  It isn’t death that stole my father from me; it’s the photograph.”

This implies that some believe that photographs can be a way of corrupting a memory itself. Without having any recollection of a certain person, and only having photographs to reflect on, it can be a struggle to not believe it to be a false narrative in a way. 

Whereas Roland Barthes refers to photographers as “agents of death.” He explains that once the moment has passed, a picture is committed to a flat surface of death – the photographic print. Barthes says that an image of his late mother captures her explicitly in the way he remembers her gestures and mannerisms. Suggesting that it is possible to feel a sense of emotion and affect through photography.

Gaillard’s post discusses the different affects a photograph can have on someone when it comes to grieving. She then goes on to write about her own experience of losing her mother, and how looking through old photographs has helped her through the grieving process. 








Many believe that photography is a great way of awakening memory. As I mentioned previously, for me, photographs are brief frozen segments of time, which can evoke and convey many emotions, feelings, and memories. 

“The best thing about a picture is that it never changes, even when the people in it do.”
— Andy Warhol

Warhol entertains the idea of a photograph being an eternal and enduring concept. Whereas the people and the environments in those photographs are very much the opposite, whereby they are unable to remain the same forever.  He’s almost referring to the magic of what a photograph is, by being able to preserve a moment, and a person forever more, in a snapshot. 


This quote by Diane Arbus is expressing her belief that her images are able to tell a certain story. 


“I really believe there are things nobody would see if I didn’t photograph them.”
— Diane Arbus

She introduces the idea of photography being used as a tool specifically to document a moment. In a way, Arbus is saying that if she hadn’t of started taking photographs in the first place, nobody would have believed her story, without a visual image. 
This closely links into what Gilles Peress had to say about photography and memory


“I don’t trust words. I trust pictures.”
— Gilles Peress


This implies the power and the ability of photography which many of us take for granted. Every snapshot tells a certain story, some which are quite difficult to put in to words. We have the access to freeze segments of time through visuals, without having to say a word. The things that we photograph will remain a memory of ours forever, and in a way, Peress is hinting that he believes the power of photography to be more reliable than the power of speech. 


This section of my research has allowed me to study further into how people view the relationship between memory and photography. 








Vernacular Photography
Many amateur photographers adopt this method of image making; using everyday life, people, and objects, as the main subject for their images. I am very much interested in this area of photography, as I like the unintentional and accidental art aspect of it. 

I will research into the general history behind this genre of photography, and where the concept of a photo album originated from. I will also be looking into photographers that specialise in this area of photography. This will introduce the idea of why we have curated our own photobooks throughout time. 

https://blog.findmypast.co.uk/family-photos-whats-the-history-1406237394.html

Amateur photography has existed for as long as professional photography, but for many years mainly the affluent, leisured classes followed the expensive and time-consuming pursuit. In the 1880s, following technical advances, some middle-class hobbyists began to shoot spontaneous photographs for their own amusement and some of these 19th century ‘snapshots’ do survive. Most families, however, didn’t take up amateur photography until the 20th century. The early-1900s saw a significant rise, with more rapid growth during the 1910s, and most casual snapshots in family collections date from that decade onwards.





https://www.thephotographicangle.co.uk/gallery/vernacular-photography/

[image: page6image2613633872]Chris Cockerill This body of work explores the idea of memories and remembrance. Cockerill found a collection of his grandfather’s archives and documents, which he decided to use within his own creative works. He says that some of the items that he found act as a reminder of his youth, but some were unfamiliar items- things that he had not seen before. For example, many of the photographs that he found, were taken before he was born. He says that it offers him a sense of familiarity, and they’re able to answer many of his to date unanswered questions. 
I am interested in that fact that he is using his grandfather’s archives almost like a puzzle piece. He is discovering more about his relatives and the people around him, through photography alone. 




Francesca Limb [image: page7image2656652016]‘Time Stood Still’ challenges the idea of recapturing forgotten memories from a past that was left behind. 
Limb visited her family home that she had neglected for a long time, to challenge its claim in the history of her life, as ‘home’. She used the photograph as a document, capturing scenes as she found them, leaving everything as it stood, untouched for ten years. Limb’s titles indicate the presence of a story behind each photograph, but leaves much unanswered, and each ‘story’ open for interpretation. I am a fan of the scenes that she has self- directed within her own images, in order to create a narrative. Every image is also left for the imagination to wander. One is able to connect what story they believe is being told, through every image that Limb has captured. She hasn’t only incorporated elements of her past to her work; she has also used her imagination to create further interesting photographs. 





[image: page8image2616942976]Jessica Allen Allen is currently a student at the University of Aberystwyth, studying Fine Art.  Her work focuses on the town that she has come to know as home. The subject of her images depicts the difficult time of a person’s life of leaving home. She explores her new area and surroundings, and documents them as she approaches. I like that she incorporates the emotion of sadness and loneliness, by editing her images in black and white. However, she has also been able to connect those emotions with a sense of opportunity and excitement. The idea of moving to a new place links with all of those feelings, and she has been able to document that in her work. 









In this section I have wanted to look into the works of newly starting out photographers. In my dissertation I intend to also talk about well-known photographers that associate themselves in this genre of photography, such as Martin Parr, Richard Billingham and Nan Goldin. 


Change
This is the area that I would most prominently like to focus on in my dissertation. I intend on looking further into the shift of what photography is today, compared to what it was many years ago. Living in the digital world of today; with the convenience of smart phones and social media platforms to share our images, the act of printing out our own physical photographs, and putting them into an album, sounds alien to many of us. As a society, we produce more photographs than we ever have done before. A significant amount of our images will be shared on social media for many to see, and the rest will be forgotten about. In the past, we would keep our images to ourselves, and only share them with close family and friends. The idea of bringing back the physical photo album, and keeping our images close to us sounds surreal in this day in age. 

http://time.com/3801986/the-vanishing-art-of-the-family-photo-album/

Dutch curator and editor Erik Kessels’ exhibition named ‘Album Beauty’ focuses on the nature of obsolescence. It is an ode to the lost world of the photo album. 

“It’s extraordinary to think that photo albums have only been in existence for roughly one hundred years, and now they are virtually dead,” Kessels says.


This explores the realisation that society has changed when it comes to preserving our visuals. We have naturally alienated ourselves away from the world of scrap booking and keeping physical copies of things. We now have the tools to digitalise everything, whether that be a good thing or not.




https://www.bjp-online.com/2016/10/a-matter-of-memory-photography-as-object-in-the-digital-age/


Back in 2016, an exhibition at the George Eastman Museum in Rochester, New York, wanted to address how the gradual decline of the photographic object is affecting our relationship to memory. 
“Now that images are on a screen, they’re sort of ‘forever young’, and it becomes difficult to realise that there are many things that connect us to the past in terms of basic human emotions. These become more difficult to tease out when everything looks contemporary.”

This raises the question of whether digitalising our memories, can hinder our emotions towards them. 


Conclusion

My research feeds into areas which I would like to discuss within my dissertation.
I am interested in writing about the shift within photography, and how our approach to photography has dramatically changed throughout time. We’re gifted with a wide range of tools in order to capture visuals, and we also have a completely different aspect as to how we choose to preserve them. 

The overall concept of how we have alienated ourselves away from a world of scrap booking fascinates me. Whether digitalising everything has changed the way we view our memories, I intend on researching further into this area of how the function of a photograph has shifted completely. I believe our attitudes to showing people our images have also been enhanced due to social media. 

I propose to write about the world of photography we have become to know, as a society. The need to digitalise and exhibit our images online is a very profound one. Therefore, comparing what preservation of photography was like in the past, compared to now, I believe it would be an interesting discussion. 
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