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Dissertation proposal: ‘Does photography exclude those of the working class?’

Key points: 
· Art is for the elite, academics and the wealthy as a form of investments.
· Key photographers/artists who have enforced these stereotypes.
· Photographers who have used their skills in order to highlight issues amongst the working-class citizen.
· Photographers/artists who have come from a working class/ poor background.
· Artists who have used their work to make a statement against those of a higher class.
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When studying the history of art, it is often made for the wealthy and the elite to consume an artist’s product as an exclamation of their wealth and a humble brag of their cultured minds. Most art works found in galleries and museums reflect the tastes of this wealthy class of people which then alienates the working classes or will often put their lives on display as a way for these people to take a brief glance into what life is like as a working class citizen which is most times portrayed as something comical or to poke fun. Art will also have deep connotations that only those with an academic or conceptual mind set can enjoy which further shows how art is not made for everyone to enjoy.
For my proposal I want to take a glance at how the art world often excludes those of working classes generally as well as in particular how photography is a hard art form to break into if you are from an economically poorer background. Photography historically has been used to document the livelihoods of others and only those from rich backgrounds could afford such hobbies. I want to argue about how it can be sometimes harmful towards those in working class communities by pairing examples of how media have created shows often demonising the working class and those shows often be made by those far richer who use cheap stereotypes to gain traction. I will be further discussing Luddites and people who are anti-technology as well as a range of photographers and artists who are famous for photographing working class people who help staple the perception and stereotypes.
I will counteract this with artists who stem from the working class and specialise in documenting and aiding by raising awareness of social discrepancies. Such as photographers who have documented workmen riots etc. This will also be including artists who have made pieces of work to mock those who are of wealth and poke fun at the concept of owning culture and the monetization/ capitalism of art when art should be for the many not the few. 
There is also a moral issue of having to make a career and how in order to be famous and successful most artists almost all artwork must have an element of academia and deeper philosophical meaning often referencing classical artists and predecessors before them.

To start off, when looking through the works of from previous artists throughout history, John Berger’s book ‘Ways of seeing’ describes the beginning of the ties between art and materialism, steaming back from the beginnings of oil paintings. Oil painting was developed roughly in the 1500’s but took off in the 1600’s. Traditional oil paintings had their hay-day during the 1500’s to the 1900’s before photography was developed as oil paint had a longer lasting element to it that previous forms of paint did not. This meant there was a now a materialistic side to art where the wealthy could now invest in artwork and obtain large collections of art. Lévi-Strauss and his knowledge of the Renaissance era points out how the artists of the time, their paintings were ‘an instrument of knowledge’ but it was also an ‘instrument of possession’ art dealerships in Florence and elsewhere where they would look at them as ‘agents’. The Florentine Palace was known for its large collection of oil painting where many of the wealthy people would mingle and gaze at the artworks. Many oil paintings of this time would often portray materialistic items with them, further enhancing the idea of these paintings as possessions. Many rich people would hire artists to do portraits of them surrounded by their rich possessions to highlight the wealth they possessed so that they may display in art galleries so others may see their life of luxury. 
[image: ]Figure 1 Florence Palace Museum










There have been many paintings which have been painted to express the wealthy. One painting that comes to mind is John Singer Sargent’s known as ‘Mrs Carl Meyer and her Children’ the painting depicts a woman and her two children, painted in 1896. It is a portrait of the woman Adèle Meyer and her children Elsie Charlotte and Frank Cecil. Meyer was married to a banker and flaunts the wealth and materials she possesses. With a fascination with the theatre and opera, her and her children dress extravagantly in French aristocratic clothes. Her children have been placed behind the sofa in order to show their social statuses within the painting, Meyer’s arm is stretched towards them leading the eye to not only make the connotation that as a family they have a seemingly close bond but also to stare at the ornate settee with its gold leaf embellishments around the rims of the chair, as well as the handcrafted tapestry where the outfits of the figures stitched in are mimicked by the clothes her children wear as if her children are an accessories, the accents of the chair match with the accents upon the walls. A book is placed on the chair partially open and stood upright which can be seen as a bragging right for how her and her family have been educated during a time where education was not accessible to many and only for those who could afford it.
[image: ]Figure 2 Adele Meyer and her Children by John Singer Sargent



















These examples go to show how artwork from the 1500’s onwards have been materialised and treated by investments for the upper classes. Where does this all relate? It swings back to the point of how unrelatable working classes can find pieces of artwork their only representation you would typically get of them would have been as servants for those with power and money, treated as material possessions themselves. There are exceptions to this with painters of this period such as Rembrandt, Vermeer, Turner etc but they were quite exceptional cases for their time. 

Once photography became a more developed medium there became a wider spectrum of audience able to have their own possessions and this is were people of working classes were being to be documented more rather than just being an asset to some rich poofs painting.  Photographers such as the French photographer Henri Cartier Bresson, an early example, who was renowned for his street photography around Paris. The images he would capture would mostly obtain the French streets but would sometimes include the people who lived within. This would be often everyday people such as working classes heading to work showing them in their own day to day life. Also, in the early 1900’s artists such as Lowry came to the scene who would often paint industrial landscapes and ‘stick-men’ paintings which would also document those of the working classes. 
However, it soon became materialised as film allowed those who can afford to invest in or the rolls of film these came images, such as a collection of Henri Cartier Bresson’s work was sold in New York for around £2 million, the pieces were auctioned off on December 12th 2017 after Peter Fetterman, a man who was a member of Magnum Photo Agency passed away.  A more modern example one of the top most expensive photographs to date would be Gurksy’s ’99 cent II Diptychon’ sold for $3,346,456 (USD) in the 2007 at Sotheby London.  Most of these pieces of artwork are often locked away in archives as investments or displayed in establishments which excludes other classes.
Despite this when stemming on what photography was initially viewed as a documentation of real life, one of the benefits of that photography brought was the ability to raise the issues of class and by showing the world the conditions some of the people were living in across the UK. Raymond Depardon during 1980 went to the city of Glasgow capturing the struggle of the population living below poverty, these people were living in slums amongst the streets of Glasgow. Quote from William Boyd states "You were very aware of how hard the lives of the denizens of these districts were. It wasn’t just the manifest decrepitude of the housing or the diminished quality of the goods in the shops — you saw deprivation and desperation etched in the faces of the young and the old" photography such as this shows how times have changed thanks to photography being able to focus on these issues. 
Other examples of this time are such as Martin Shakeshaft where in 1984 Shakeshaft spent 12 months photographing the Miners’ Strike in the UK. Due to the reign of Margaret Thatcher many of those working in the coal mining industry. The selection of images that Shakeshaft did was based at Cortonwood Colliery in Yorkshire, the next mine to be shut down. It was one of the first 20 to be shut down around this time leading to a grand loss of around 20,000 jobs. Shakeshaft documented the strike taking place by the National Union of Mineworkers. Shakeshaft took photographs of a wide variety of miner strikes such as locations in Wales. He also highlights within his work the sense of community in where the wives would also help to campaign against the mines being shut down. They would often join picket lines and create foods banks for the workers in need.
[image: ]Figure 3 Martin Shakeshaft photograph of woman helping with food bank













Other examples which reflect those of working class in a positive light would be the working of Martin Parr with his infamous project ‘Last Resort’ Martin Parr would often delve into those of the lower middle class and working class in a fun and interesting way. Using a Makina Plaubel with a 55mm lens he used film through out his project. By using film, it brings out the colours more vibrantly adding a nostalgic element. The photographs were taken around New Brighton, located in Liverpool near where Martin Parr is from, the seaside resort is described as run-down place. New Brighton was once popular, during 1897 there was even a tower that was deemed taller than Blackpool’s but had to be demolished during the First world war due to neglect. Over time the state of the pier fell more and more into neglect until eventually the pier was destroyed. However, still landmarks remained where many of the local residences still go to till this day. Most of the shots in this exhibition are candid’s and are deemed as street photography. He was able to shine a positive outlook on this aspect of society. 
[image: ]Figure 4 Image from Martin Parr Last Resort














It could also be argued however in some ways that the work Martin Parr produced photographs that could be seen as making a spectacle out of local citizens since his work is archived by Magnum and has had a lots of success with his photography career however in a Guardian interview if states ‘Class is still everywhere in Britain, it tells us who we are and what we do. There are class systems across the world, but here it’s clearly defined, woven into daily life and extremely visible.’ Also states ‘Photography doesn’t change the world, I don’t buy into that humanistic line of thought. I just go out with my camera to observe and present. All photojournalists are leftwing, you don’t do this job unless you care about people and have an interest in their wellbeing. But in my work? I’m simply creating entertainment. There might be some politics there, somewhere, but it’s lingering in the background.’ 


Not only do you get artists/photographers that depict the working class in a positive light,  there also artists who are known for looking down at the elite such as Banksy who recently at an auction in 2018 was selling his iconic piece the girl with the red balloon where he had installed a shredder into the frame where it got destroyed during a live auction. This was to be as a metaphor for being against capitalism as Banksy is against people who use his artworks which are aimed to be political view points of the issues of the UK and around the world, being sold for profit. Many of the art pieces he created are still out in public and almost all poke fun or issues with those in power across the world.

In conclusion, there is definitely a wide variety of work that can be deemed suitable for every demographic. Although there is still a class stigma around those who are deemed uneducated or from a poorer background who would feel alienated in an art environment. I think our society needs to learn to appreciate all aspects of life. Inclusion of working-class people especially thanks to the rise of photography has helped to progress this along and hopefully in future there shall be less of a divide.
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