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Social media’s relationship with photography 
In the last 150 years, we have experienced unprecedented technological change, since 1879 we have witnessed the invention of the light bulb, the diesel engine, the television, the internet, text messaging and the cell phone. These inventions have completely transformed the world we live in and altered the human experience irreparably. In the last 25 years, we have seen the emergence of smartphones and social media which have again redefined the boundaries of the world we live in and are continuing to do so, the introduction of these technologies have impacted almost every part of our lives from the way in which we communicate and dating to art and politics. Social media has become our favoured form of communication over face to face interaction and we share almost every aspect of our lives on these platforms; relationships, holidays, feelings. Social media means we are no longer bound by geographical or cultural borders; giving marginalised communities a voice and allowing people to share ideas without academic input and authoritarian control. “The internet frees us from geographic fetters and brings us together in topic-based communities that are not tied down to any specific place” (Dentzel, 2013). 
[bookmark: _Hlk26892727]2.77 billion people use social media in 2019 (Oberlo, 2019) meaning we are more connected than ever before; we have never before been able to communicate with people on the opposite side of the world so quickly and with such ease. We also now spend increasingly more time on social media, with social media addiction now being a diagnosable illness. The long-term implications of these platforms are huge, and we are yet to experience the full force of them. Some studies show that social media has a positive effect;
“Engaging in various forms of social media is a routine activity that research has shown to benefit children and adolescents by enhancing communication, social connection, and even technical skills.” (O’Keefe & Clarke-Pearson, 2011, p. 800). 

While other studies suggest that using social media has a negative impact on both our mental and physical health, increasing feelings of depression, low mood, loneliness and stress and causing insomnia.  
A study conducted in 2016 involving 1,700 people found a threefold risk of depression and anxiety among people who used the most social media platforms. Reasons for this, they suggested, include cyber-bullying, having a distorted view of other people’s lives, and feeling like time spent on social media is a waste. (Brown, 2018) 

Social media has also profoundly altered the art world too.  No longer is an artist’s success based on a critic’s reception of their art but now an artist’s success is now largely reliant on the way in which they engage with social media to market their work and how the user receives it. Before social media, the art that the masses saw was heavily influenced by the art that a critic favoured, meaning that a critic’s own personal prejudices impacted the publicity and thus success of a piece of work. Social media has removed this elitism, anyone is free to upload their art to these platforms and anyone is free to view it and make their own decision about its validity.  
The art world has always belonged to the elite. From the patrons of the Royal Court to Oxbridge-educated commentators, those who dictate, fund and validate the quality of art production have routinely been limited to the privileged few. This long-standing hierarchy of inaccessible debates and academic jargon is now being radically challenged. Twitter, Instagram and Facebook are opening up art criticism by invading the old model and breaking down its stratifications. “Social media have made it possible for people to speak to one another on a roughly equal playing field. They have made art commentary juicier, more risky; the critic has become as vulnerable as the artist,” Jerry continues. The power dynamic is shifting. Criticism is being reborn. (Milner, 2018)

However, there are also negative aspects to this; we are now inundated with so many pieces of art that as a result art doesn’t have the same impact. This same affect has been mirrored within conflict photography, for example in September 2015 Nilüfer Demir’s image of three-year-old Alan Kurdi’s lifeless body washed up on a beach after the vessel his family were using to flee the Syrian civil war capsized in the Mediterranean Sea went viral. The image was published by hundreds of news organizations and shared by dozens of people on social media; the image caused international outrage and has become a defining photograph of the war. In 2016, another image depicting the horrors of the Syrian civil war surfaced, this time the image depicted another young boy, 5 year old Omran Daqneesh sat in an ambulance covered in blood and dust after his family home in eastern Aleppo was bombed. While the image still gained notoriety, it had less impact, we had seen the image of Alan Kurdi so many times that the image of Omran Daqneesh had become almost normalised and evoked [image: ]less outrage in its viewers.  
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Fig 2.
This relationship doesn’t just apply to conflict photography either, social media and the smart phone have completely changed the context of the photographic image in general. Social media is a heavily photographic platform, with many platforms like Snapchat and Instagram being dedicated purely to the sharing of the photographic image. Over 40 billion images have been shared on Instagram since it’s creation in 2010, an average of 95 million being uploaded every day (Stout, n.d.) These platforms have attributed to the rise in the emergence of a new genre of photographic image, entitled social photography, in which the taking and mass sharing of imagery has become part of everyday communication (Jurgenson, 2019, p 4). These images are distinctly different from the artistic photographic image, the social image depicts less sophisticated topics; these images are selfies, holiday pictures, pictures of your lunch. 
Inevitably artists and practitioners have been forced to adapt their practise to the new confines of the world influenced by social media. Many artists have created work based on the topic itself, calling to question topics of authorship, privacy, identity, and authenticity. Some artists have simply created work about social media, while others have used social media as a platform to create their work on. For example, conceptual artist Amalia Ulman’s series Excellences and Perfections. The series, which has been argued to be the first Instagram masterpiece (Sooke, 2016) manifested entirely on the platform. In April 2014, Ulman began a three-part online performance in which she fabricated a false social media persona, taking on the roles of ‘cute girl’, ‘sugar baby’ and ‘life goddess’. Over the next five months, Ulman underwent a fictionalized makeover in which she documented in a succession of Instagram posts; pretending to move to a new city, break up with her boyfriend, have plastic surgery, do drugs and clean eat, each post mimicking one of the three personas. For example, on the 5th September 2014 Ulman uploaded a selfie of her stood in a lift holding bags from designer shopping outlets captioned “Small presents are the best gifts. Paying attention to details #friends #family #birthday #sister”. Nine days later, after amassing a following of almost 90,000, Ulman revealed it was all a hoax, posting a black and white photograph of a rose captioned “THE END- EXCELLENCES AND PERFECTIONS”.  
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Fig 3.
Excellences and Perfections draws attention to the way in which we, especially women, present ourselves online and ultimately are received online. By assuming the most popular roles we see women portray online Ulman raises questions of body standards and how social media influences and manipulates the way women’s bodies are viewed.  The project calls into question how our online presence directly affects our offline presence as well, for example during the project faced backlash from people around her, as she explained in an interview with the Telegraph in 2016; 
“People started hating me,” Ulman, 26, told me recently, speaking via Skype from her studio in downtown LA. “Some gallery I was showing with freaked out and was like, ‘You have to stop doing this, because people don’t take you seriously anymore.’ Suddenly I was this dumb b---- because I was showing my ass in pictures.” 


The project also comments on the deceptive nature of social media and how acutely we curate our online presence to portray a narrative which often does not reflect our real lives, indirectly commenting on the notion of ‘fake news’ before the phenomenon had really come to fruition. Taking place before the full impact of Instagram had taken force, the project to some extent predicted the role, not just fake news but all aspects of social media would take in our lives before it happened. 
Another artist who utilises social media as a platform to create work is conceptual artist Rachel Perry. However, unlike Ullman, Perry’s work was entirely based on Social media and required no creation of images beforehand. Between 7:35am and 10:56pm on March 11, 2009 Perry attempted to answer every minute the question presented in the Facebook status bar “What are you doing right now?” honestly in an online based performance piece of art entitled “Rachel is”.  Each status is seemingly mundane and lacks purpose, for example, one status reads “Rachel Perry Welty is reaching for a Kleenex”, another one reads “Rachel is flagging an email”. The performance is documented through screenshots of each status, totalling 551 screenshots. Perry’s website cites that she did this in an attempt to “raise more questions about narcissism, voyeurism, privacy and authority as issues we consider in a technologically modern world”.
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Fig 4. 
[bookmark: _Hlk26787286]Social media has blurred the boundaries of authorship, ownership and consent, notions which photographer and artist Richard Prince has been commenting on since the 1970’s. Prince collects imagery from mass media and appropriates them, often re-photographing them to assign a new meaning to the image. For example, his arguably most notable work, Cowboys, included appropriating a Marlboro cigarette campaign entitled Marlboro Man which depicted stereotypical Hollywood cowboy’s in rugged landscapes with the slogan “come to where the flavour is” which aimed to encourage men to buy Marlboro filtered cigarettes as they were considered to be feminine at the time. Prince re-photographed the ads, removing the text and cropping the images, reframing them as pieces of fine art. By doing this Prince recontextualises the image, critiquing the nature of advertising and it’s subliminal messaging. 
More recently, Prince has created work commenting on these notions within social media in his series New Portraits. New Portraits is a direct appropriation of Instagram posts, in which prince directly screenshotted other people’s Instagram posts without consent. Most of the appropriated Instagram posts were of strangers, mostly women in their twenties posing sexually, while some feature celebrities such as Taylor Swift and Kate Moss. Prince changed almost nothing from the screenshots except he deleted some comments and added some of his own creepy and often sexualised comments, for example “I wish I could have fun” and “T-shirt bathing suit! Nice. Let’s hookup next week. Lunch, smiles. R.”. Prince then printed the screenshots, totalling in thirty-seven screenshots overall as large-scale inkjet prints, exhibiting them in the Gagosian Gallery in New York in 2014. New portraits forces the viewer to question who owns an image once it is uploaded to an online platform, considering whether it belongs to the uploader, the platform or anyone who wants to claim it. 
Inevitably, Richard Princes work causes controversy, many see Prince as a cowboy simply stealing work and claiming it as his own, while others think he is a genius. Like his other work, New portraits also received mixed reviews, especially from those featured in the work with 5 of the subjects filing lawsuits against the work. Donald Graham, a photographer whose image of a Rastafarian smoking a joint was used in the exhibition, filed a cease and desist order and then a lawsuit against prince. Prince argued that the work was transformative, however the judge, United States District Judge Sidney H. Stein stated “The primary image in both works is the photograph itself. Prince has not materially altered the composition, presentation, scale, color palette and media originally used by Graham.”.  
However, some of those whose images have been reproduced had a different and more unique reaction. For example, Doe Deere a model and entrepreneur whose portrait was used in the exhibition posted on Instagram in 2015, after the print was allegedly sold for $90k; 
“Yes, it’s just a screenshot (not a painting). No, I did not give my permission and yes, the controversial artist Richard Prince put it up anyway. It’s already sold ($90K I’ve been told) during the VIP preview. No, I’m not gonna go after him. And nope, I have no idea who ended up with it!” 

In response, SuicideGirls the pin up modelling agency which Doe Deere models for, reproduced Prince’s screenshot and began selling it for $90; reproducing a reproduction. 
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