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The term, ‘documentary photography‘ began to gain momentum in the 1930s following on from documentary film, which was intended to serve a socio-political purpose, combining reality with creativity. Since ‘doc’ is the Latin word meaning to ‘teach’ or ‘instruct’, documentary photography, though creative, is indented to portray facts in regard to human consequence.[footnoteRef:1] However, because of its abstract nature, among the photography world, documentary photography still causes division in terms of whether it should be considered a form of fact or art. Additionally, documentary photography can cause further division around ethical practice with some suggestion that this genre of photography can be seen as exploitative.  [1:  M. Borge, Documentary Photography reconsidered: history, theory, and practice, 1, (Routledge, Taylor &Francis Group, 2020), pp. 23- 24] 

Born in Epsom in Surrey, Martin Parr is a globally recognised documentary photographer, who recently passed away on 6th December 2025.[footnoteRef:2] Parr studied photography at Manchester Polytechnic in the 1970s and was drawn to documenting life in the North West of England, predominantly during the Thatcher years.[footnoteRef:3] Frequently, Parr focused on British pride among the impact of high unemployment and tension in the North.[footnoteRef:4] Being one of the first documentary photographers to use colour, Parr began to gain popularity throughout the 1980s and 90s because of his distinct style of combining highly saturated images with a satirical viewpoint.[footnoteRef:5] However, facing much resistance from fellow photographers, Parr and his style of documentary photography was not openly welcomed into the photography world. Throughout his career, Parr faced much criticism regarding whether the subjects in his photographs were being exploited. [2:  D. Smyth, Agenda, Documentary, News, Obituary, Martin Parr 1952- 2025, British Journal of Photography, (2025), https://www.1854.photography/2025/12/martin-parr-passing/ [Accessed 18th December 2025] ]  [3:  C. Tipton- Amini, Martin Parr and the Legendary British Colonial Photography, Third Text, 37:3, (Routledge, 2023), pp. 309-328]  [4:  Ibid., p. 312]  [5:  D. Smyth, Martin Parr 1952- 2025 ] 

To explore this discussion further, a photograph from Martin Parr’s 2019 collection called ‘Martin Parr in Wales’ named ‘Tenby, 2018’ (Tenby from this point on) will be the central focus. A discussion regarding the content and techniques used to photograph Tenby will be included in the more detailed analysis surrounding the sociopolitical, historical, and cultural context of Tenby. A reflection on the target audience as well as the significance of this image will also be discussed in order to address some of the controversies and criticisms that encircle Martin Parr’s work. In the 1980s and 90s, Parr began to develop his signature style adopted from the formal American- style documentary photography that involved using a highly saturated Kodak film to create saturated hues alongside daylight flash to bring further discordant detail to the sociopolitical and satirical themes captured in his images.[footnoteRef:6] In his collection, Martin Parr in Wales, Parr exhibited a series of photographs that he took whilst visiting Wales over several decades. In 2019, the National Museum of Wales showcased Parr’s photographs in an exclusive exhibition. Parr claims that it is a “coincidence” that all the pictures are taken in Wales and that his intention was not to “go out and capture Wales” and instead, “they’re just pictures that happen to have been taken in Wales; and therefore, by default are a portrait or interpretation of the country."[footnoteRef:7] His picture called, Tenby, 2018, is a photograph from this collection that he is “particularly pleased with”.[footnoteRef:8] The image can be found in various archives, including the Martin Parr Foundation archive located in Bristol, Magnum Photography‘s own online archive collection, and from the National Museum of Wales digital archives. For the purposes of this assignment, since the Museum of Wales hosted the Martin Parr in Wales exhibition in 2019, the version of Tenby found above has been selected from this particular archival collection.[footnoteRef:9] [6:  S. Drawber, Martin Parr’s Suburban Vision, Third Text, 18:3, (May 2004), pp. 253-356, https://doi.org/10.1080/0952882042000227955 [Accessed 5th December 2025]]  [7:  S. Moss, Martin Parr’s 40 years in the life of Wales: ‘Let’s face it- people are funny’, (The Guardian, 14th October 2019), https://www.theguardian.com/artanddesign/2019/oct/14/martin-parr-photos-wales-national-museum-cardiff?CMP=Share_iOSApp_Other, [Accessed 30th December 2025]]  [8:  Ibid., Martin Parr’s 40 years]  [9:  Amgueddfa Cymru, Martin Parr, Tenby, Wales, 2018, 2019, Collection Online, NMW A 57550, https://museum.wales/collections/online/object/0cbbe707-a1d4-3509-aba5-afad5d80093b/Tenby-Wales-2018/ [Accessed 28th December 2025]
] 

In this photograph, an orderly queue of people wait to be served from the ice cream van parked on a seemingly empty part of Tenby beach. Judging by the style of lighting and taking into account Parr’s usual style of execution, a telescopic lens has been used to capture a wide- angle image using daylight flash to empathise its focal point.[footnoteRef:10] Additionally, to further centralise the viewer’s gaze to the ice cream van and its customers, a natural frame has been created with people framing the opposite diagonal corners whilst the other diagonal corners remain empty. Potentially as a result of using a telescopic lens for a wide- angled shot, specific and individual features of the people, such as facial features, are difficult to make out. Instead, an impression or outline of people is given with only certain features, such as skin colour, being recognisable. Therefore, perhaps Parr is wishing to distance our focus away from individual characteristics and rather, re-focus our attention on the seemingly unprompted collective behaviour of the individuals. Whilst speaking about this specific collection, Parr expressed a “deep affection for Wales”, but his intentions were not to capture Welsh identity.[footnoteRef:11] Instead, his “preoccupation is with the United Kingdom”,[footnoteRef:12] suggesting that his aim was to find identifiable similarities among his images that British people can connect with and interpret on a collective level. However, there are certain elements within this image that include Parr’s classic style of adding subtle nods to Britain’s past.  [10:  S. Drawber, Martin Parr’s Suburban Vision, p. 256]  [11:  S. Moss, Martin Parr’s 40 years]  [12:  Ibid., Martin Parr’s 40 years] 

Parr has a way of inserting historical British colonial representations into his images, which has often divided opinions about the motives and ethics behind Parr’s work.[footnoteRef:13] For example, his photographs of British food often include a subtle reminder of where the food has been sourced, creating a visual discourse between historical exploitation and British traditions that their global domination helped to shape.[footnoteRef:14] Parr was “very aware of British discomfort” with their colonial history and therefore, deliberately used such knowledge as a strategy to force the viewer to “pointedly interact” with their own imperial past.[footnoteRef:15] In Tenby for example, though the facial features of the individuals are indistinct, the differences in skin colour are visible. Since Parr is known to “mischievously” and deliberately “sneak” these messages in to capture “those seemingly innocuous moments that trigger a response and make us squirm”, perhaps this is an example of Parr “surreptitiously” reinserting British truths in regard to historical “global domination”.[footnoteRef:16] However, there could be a more recent sociopolitical and cultural context that Parr used to tap into “our own actions subconscious”[footnoteRef:17] as a deliberate attempt to make his audience feel uncomfortable.  [13:  C. Tipton- Amini, Martin Parr, pp. 316- 325]  [14:  Ibid., p. 316]  [15:  Ibid., p.316]  [16:  Ibid., p. 325]  [17:  Ibid., p. 316] 

In the more recent sociopolitical and cultural context of Brexit, 52.5% of Wales and 53.4% of England voted Leave; and though Scotland and Northern Ireland had a majority vote for Remain, it was not enough to offset the Leave votes from England and Wales.[footnoteRef:18] Henderson et al suggest that National territorial variation was a determining factor for support for Leave/ Remain during the 2016 referendum. Henderson et al discovered in their testing of territorial variation that voting patterns reflect the “different ways in which people relate to the state and national identity associated with that state”.[footnoteRef:19] Further, they discovered that “negative attitudes towards further that the view of immigration was a very strong predictor of the Leave vote”, concluding that immigration being a threat to national identity was an especially high predictive marker across England and Wales. Therefore, such research suggests that there is significant fragmentation among the different nations of the United Kingdom, as well as internally among individuals who identify with their own specific nations and communities. Consequently, what Parr’s Tenby might be doing is forcing a post- Brexit British audience to look beyond the differing individual features of his subjects and their specific location and instead, focus on the familiar collective behaviour recognised in the image. Perhaps Parr is subliminally reminding his British audience that, though ethnic variation is an embedded consequence of British imperial history, it is British quirks and unspoken etiquette[footnoteRef:20] that enable communities and nations to still have a collective identity, irrespective of heritage or national territorial variation. Parr did so using a “particular sense of English humour, particularly satire”,[footnoteRef:21] which can, and has, created an uneasy juxtapositional reaction from various audiences. [18:  A. Henderson, E.G. Poole, R.W. Jones, D. Wincott, J.Larner, C. Jeffrey., Analysing vote- choice in a multinational state: national identity and territorial differentiation in the 2016 Brexit vote, Regional Studies, 55:9, (Routledge, 2021), pp. 1502-1516]  [19:  Ibid., p.512]  [20:  Y.N. Matahelumal, D.R. Indrasara, M.H. Wibowo, E. Yuliana, A.B. Kurniawan., A Cultural Intelligence Study of British Manners in Sunday Roast and Silent Guidelines, Metathesis, 9:1, (Magellang, Indonesia, 2025),  pp. 2580- 2720]  [21:  C. Tipton- Amini, Martin Parr, p. 315] 

Over the decades, his work has come under regular scrutiny from the academic and artistic community. In particular, Parr’s early 1982-1985 collection, ‘Last Resort’ depicting the working class at New Brighton beach, was heavily criticised. Though Parr deliberately brought a sense of humour to the composition of his images, this was often interpreted as “patronising” and deliberately creating a sense of “othering” in his images primarily aimed at class.[footnoteRef:22] His use of a wide- angled lens forced his subjects into “greater proximity” whilst “simultaneously distancing” the audience to create an unapologetic and raw capture, which was “done at the expense of those he depicts”.[footnoteRef:23] Consequently, because his work was seen as exploitative of his subjects and because of his pioneering for colour to be used in documentary photography, Parr was seen as the “antithesis of everything Magnum stood for” and therefore, was refused membership for Magnum Photography until he was finally accepted in1994.[footnoteRef:24] This reputation has followed Parr throughout his career; however, a defence from the art world, as well as from Parr himself, argues against this interpretation.  [22:  Ibid., p. 314]  [23:  S. Drawber, Martin Parr’s Suburban Vision, p. 256]  [24:  Ibid., pp. 314- 315] 

For instance, many argue that Parr’s images “deliberately serve to bring a sense of humour, colour, and class division between photographer, subject, and viewer.”[footnoteRef:25] His use of a particular style of English humour, especially satire, was intended to encourage his viewers to laugh at “English foibles”[footnoteRef:26] as a way of evoking discomfort to challenge his audience’s own prejudices.[footnoteRef:27] Parr defended his style by stating: “the world is funny, let’s face it, and people are funny,”[footnoteRef:28] explaining that he deliberately added humour because, like stand-up comedy, humour adds a certain “vulnerability”, to his own work. Tenby could be an example of one of Parr’s photographs that includes this comical angle.  [25:  Ibid., p. 315]  [26:  Ibid., p. 325]  [27:  Ibid., p. 316]  [28:  S. Moss, Parton Parr’s 40 years] 

Since social norms are a fundamental precondition for collective action and order, they are a shared, often silent, set of rules that shape and promote certain desired behaviours or etiquettes within communities.[footnoteRef:29] In this instance, Parr seems to be using the British etiquette of queueing[footnoteRef:30] as the focus of a shared and silent mutual understanding of what this behaviour means and represents on a national level, both in regard to the photographed subjects and to appeal to his target audience. But rather than using humour at the expense of individuals, Parr appears to aim the humour at the observed behaviour to create an unspoken understanding between subject and audience. Like observational stand- up comedy, Parr seems to be encouraging his audience to ‘poke fun’ of their own social norms to further promote a sense of shared national unity, irrespective of noticeable differences. Therefore, though a sociopolitical statement might be being made in his photograph, Parr’s reflection on his own work explains why his images often include witty elements. However, the humour may easily overshadow, or even cause audiences to miss or misinterpret, his deeper subtle messaging; which in turn, brings into question his true intentions. [29:  P. Reilley., No Laughter among Thieves: Authenticity and the Enforcement of Community Norms in Stand- Up Comedy, American Sociological Review, 83:5, (JSTOR, October 2018), pp. 933- 934, https://www.jstor.org/stable/48588677 [Accessed 8th January 2026]]  [30:  Y.N. Matahelumal et al., A Cultural Intelligence, pp. 2580- 2720] 

 To conclude, Martin Parr’s documentary photograph, Tenby, 2018, plays a role in finding unity and community among a polarised contemporary Britain. Historically, Parr has used national differences and uncomfortable truths about Britain’s exploitative past in his work to subtly encourage his audience to recognise hypocrisies within their own culture, traditions, and social norms. However, in the case of Tenby, 2018, this specific photo is significant because Parr appears to reverse his style by focusing the audience’s attention to look beyond the individual characteristics, and instead, focus on the collective behaviour. In doing so, perhaps Parr is encouraging his audience to connect with their own sense of shared national identity, both in and out of the photograph, that comes from being able to relate to unified traditions, etiquette, and silent rules in a post- Brexit Britain, irrespective of heritage or localised territory. Though the intention was to achieve this through a surface layer of humour before further depth was noticed or even acknowledged, this often came at the cost of being misconstrued or even being personally labelled as exploitative. However, Parr deliberately indulged in this risk because of his love for quirky humour that brought a sense of vulnerability to his reputation and the genre of documentary photography, something that he intentionally looked for in his work.
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