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The context of this essay explores three key words, including four images which will

 be supported by three philosophers. The three key words, Connection, Memory and 

Interpretation will lead to forming a question at the end of the proposal to use for my

 dissertation. The areas of research I have explored reflect my key interests 
 within my practice of photography, exploring themes of the human condition 

and the links between photograph and viewer. This will be supported by the research 

of visual artists such as Nan Goldin (Connection), Colin Gray and James Van Der Zee,

 (Memory) and Fred Morley (Interpretation). These will also be in synthesis with 

three philosophers such as Roland Barthes, Michel Foucault and John Berger. 
Connection 

The term connection defines as “A relationship in which a person or thing is linked or 

associated with something else” – Oxford dictionaries online. It is a term that is 
classified as a means of relationship, attachment and bonds. Expanding on this,

 connection ultimately is the key element that builds bridges between a photograph 
and a viewer. Some of the questions that stem from this are, how does a photograph
 connect with the viewer? or what connections can we obtain from looking at a 
photograph? .With these questions in mind this has lead to deeper research into
 particular genres of photography, which with their social and open contexts, allow 
the viewer to make connections between the photograph and personal experience. One 
of the genres that reflect connection at its best is intimate photography. “Intimate 
photographs are a genuine record of personal life and not pseudo-empathetic 
observations”, (Photography as a critical introduction, p4). Intimate photography
 plays a key role in connecting a viewer to a photograph with a profound effect. With 
their social and realistic contexts, intimate photographs offer an authentic, raw and 
real insight of reality. One of the most prominent photographers who work within the
 genre of intimate photography is Nan Goldin. Nan Goldin is an American 
photographer whose work covered social issues such as drug abuse, moments of 
intimacy and health issues such as HIV and AIDS. Goldins record of the tough reality
 of her and her friends’ lives offered her audience a heartfelt engagement with these 
social issues presented in a vulnerable and emotional way. Her willingness to 
photograph sensitive and intimate moments in her and her loved ones lives meant that 
the scope and depth of human emotion was evident. Such personal contexts built an 
intense relationship between her work and her audience. These sensitive subjects 
created more than just a seen experience but more of what Foucault describes as a 
“felt experience”, (Foucault, Aesthetics, method and epistemology, p5). The audience 
looks at the photograph with their internal emotions rather than what is on the surface,
 allowing them to resonate and emotionally connect. The most emotionally staggering 
photographs are of those which connect with an individual on a deeper level. Indeed it 
is with these touchy subjects that connect with the viewer in a powerful way. The
 work of Goldin communicates her own personal experiences that speak, and form 
psychological closeness with the viewer allowing them to evoke a range of emotions,
 creating a sincere bond, “the capacity for empathy from the viewer. In short, we 
humans tend to share a stock of common experiences: joy and pain, happiness and 
suffering love and hate…” (Pandora’s camera, p2).  
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Nan Goldin, Gotscho kissing Gilles, 2012 [Accessed 5 May 2021]
Pictured above is an image by Nan Goldin portraying the sad story of a gay couple. 
The unstaged photo shows the man Gotscho kissing his partner Gilles after his death 
after battling with HIV, producing themes of sadness and despair. Goldins 
documentation of somebody who is crucially ill can appear devastating and upsetting 
to see, sparking an emotional response from her audience. The expression on the 
dying mans face is enough to make the viewer feel a wave of empathy however the 
history behind it holds a deeper meaning, reflecting Goldins own personal experience 
of why she photographed what she did. At age eleven Nans sister committed suicide 
which had a huge effect on her imagery and expresses her fascination of capturing 
images at such symbolic points. This deep rooted meaning that stems from within 
gives the viewers an insight of Nans personal experience, forming a raw connection 
that they can resonate with. The main purpose about Goldins image is that it truly 
shows the complexity of human suffering, an emotion which she openly shares with 
her audience. Goldin also wasn’t just trying to photograph someone who was severely
 ill but wanted to show the intimacy and tenderness of their relationship. This
 provided a range of emotions, combining happy and sad elements despite the 
hardship reality. This range of human emotions that flows from the image builds 
bridges between the image and the audience and invites the viewer to step into their 
world and become emotionally connected with such subjects. It is also argued that in
 order to truly connect to a photo we have to imagine ourselves as if we were 
physically in that moment of time, “When we see a landscape we situate ourselves in 
it”, (Berger, Ways of seeing, p11). This way we can express this felt experience in a 
deeper way and further feel what the photographer feels. 

Memory 
“Photography has been tautologically linked to memory”, (Pandora’s Camera, p25)

 Memory defines as a “The faculty by which the mind stores and remembers

 information”- Oxford dictionaries online. It renders a special power that allows the 

viewer to become emotionally attached through their own personal experience of 

recalling a memory that lays special or significant in their lifetime. Photographs 

always carry more than what is simply visible.  There are the inescapable 

links to places and spaces that stem from the imagination of the viewer and the

 experiences, thoughts and memories they bring to encounter with a photograph.

The act of recalling a stored memory or experience in the mind can spark a range of 

feelings such as nostalgia, happiness, and sadness. There are numerous ways how

 the concept of memory can affect the way we look at a photograph, in which they

 make relations between personal experience and what an individual sees in front of

 them. More importantly it unveils a moment that can never be found again or 

experienced in the same way, which is what makes it so special. Special mementos 

such as family photographs are the most prominent subjects of photography that 

convey memories. Photographs as a whole are entirely a documentation of a moment, 

a memory in itself, “Photographs are merely a mechanical record”, (Berger, Ways of

 seeing, p10). We take photographs as a means of treasuring memories, moments and 

experiences. It is true to say that memories have an immense significance in the 

world of photography by not only the creator of the photograph but as a viewer in

 terms of the way they feel about it. Barthes argued that “I may know better a 

photograph I remember than a photograph than a photograph that I am looking at”, 

(Barthes, Camera Lucida, p53). This illustrates the power that memory possesses in 

connecting a personal experience with a photograph and how it sparks sincere interest. 
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Colin Gray, Night shift, 1988 [Accessed 27 April 2021]
 With the concept of memory and storing special moments in mind, this has lead to

 the research of photographer Colin Gray. Gray created a series of family photographs

 that focussed on the relationship and dynamics between his parents, as well as their

 physical deterioration. Gray describes the camera as “Being a symbolic control over 

and way of visualizing the bonds within his family”, (The photograph as 

contemporary art, p163). Grays photographs often included re enacting memories of 

past events with the intention to understand the relationship between his parents. The 

whole concept of re enacting memories creates a profound effect of nostalgia from the

photographer as well as allowing the viewer to immerse themselves into the 

photographers own visual world and become emotionally engaged with such personal, 

fond memories. Gray described the project as “A way of engaging the viewer in his

 own quiet agony of being essentially helpless at the decline of his loved ones”, (The 

photograph as contemporary art, p165). It is through these shared memories that the 

viewer obtains the ability to feel what the photographer feels. Barthes states “As 

spectator I was only interested in a photograph for sentimental reasons”, (Barthes, 

1993) which shows that memories in a photograph have more of a tender and 

emotional approach to the audience.  The use of memory photographs also raise 

specific questions such as what is it a about photographic memories that creates such

 an effect? Expanding upon the strong effects we receive from these particular 

photographs has lead to seeking into the theories of philosopher Roland Barthes.  This 

strong emotion we get from these photographs is what Barthes describes as the 

“punctum”, (Camera Lucida, p42). The punctum is what triggers us or what

 immediately arrests our attention. Such elements that arrest our attention in a 

photograph can be in the most intricate of details. It can be the small specific details 

that resonate with the viewer in a sentimental way and prompts them to reminisce, or 

in other terms prompts them to experience a sense of de ja vue. 

[image: image3.jpg]



James Van Der Zee, The strapped pumps, family portrait, 1926 [Accessed 20 April 2021]
For example when Barthes came across this photograph by Van der Zee he noticed a 

small detail that ignited the punctum within him. He noticed, to him, the punctum

 was in fact the gold braid necklace the woman in the photo was wearing. He recalled 

someone in his family wearing the same gold necklace and which once she died, had 

it put away in a family box of jewellery. This memory of the gold necklace prompted 

Barthes to retrace a memory of the person wearing it in his mind. His memory of her 

was negative because he remembered her having a dreary life which he was saddened 

by. This idea of immediate recall also links to Barthes theory of semiotics, (Barthes, 

elements of semiology, 1964) the theory of reading signs and symbols. Certain

 elements trigger memories for example sounds, smells and sounds which can relate to

 a past experience . The trigger or punctum for Barthes here was the small detail of the 

gold necklace which symbolically resonated with him. This answers the question 

of why and how a photograph can trigger memories and affect us in such a personal 

way and further reflects how a photograph can form intense connections between the

 photograph and the viewer. 

INTERPRETATION 

Interpretation is a term that defines as “The action of explaining the meaning”, Oxford 

dictionaries online. Through exploring how interpretation is used in photography, how 
an individual interprets or perceives a photograph can ultimately determine the 

difference between an interesting photograph and a boring photograph, considering

 the interpretation of the viewer. How a viewer interprets a photograph comes from a 

much deeper place in their psych.  When we look at a photograph the viewer naturally 

looks at what is put in front of them in an objective, face value way adopting their

 own meaning that stems from their own imagination. This is what Barthes describes 

as “the death of the author”, (Barthes, 1977). All other knowledge is dismissed.   We 
look at a photograph and ultimately make up in our minds what the photograph 
unveils under our own interpretation, “The audience can, effectively take ownership 
of the work through subjective interpretation, objective moral stipulation, (Barthes, 
1977).We are looking but not really seeing. As much as it interesting to hold a
 mystery behind the photograph and present itself in a non literal way this natural 
human action can be a negative thing. Behind every photograph conveys a deeper 
meaning than what meets the eye. This has lead to researching deeper into the 
importance of context and how it holds a key value in how it holds a power in
 changing the interpretation of a photograph by the viewer, “Photographs always 
contain more than the merely visible”, (Berger, Ways of seeing, p7). The context 
behind a photograph holds a distinct power of how a viewer might interpret a 
photograph and how the knowledge of context ultimately changes this in substantial 
ways.
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Fred Morley, The London Milkman, 1940 [Accessed 9 May 2021]
For example, this photograph, by Fred Morley depicts a milkman, going about his 
business delivering milk, crossing through the debris and rubble caused by a bombing 
raid in London. Despite how authentic the scene looks it is in fact staged. Morley had 

spotted a milkman in the area and asked him if he could borrow his crate full of milk 
bottles as well as the white coat he was wearing. Morley then asked his assistant to 
pose as his subject dressed in the milkman’s attire amongst the war scene. Despite the 
fact that it was staged it still held a magical power in raising the spirit of the British 
people during a horrific time. At the same time it still reflects the core message of the 
story. This generates questions such as, would the audience’s interpretation and 
response to the photo change if they were aware that it was staged? Would it even
 matter if they knew? Would they hold the same appreciation for the image? Would 
they feel different? All these questions lead to the same purpose of context. It can be 
argued that without seeing the internal context the photo loses its authenticity and 
therefore cannot be appreciated in the same way by the viewer. “Our perception or 
appreciation of an image depends also upon our own way of seeing”, (Berger, Ways 
of seeing, p10). Knowledge of the full story isn’t always necessary however upon the 
research of Barret, knowing this additional context can add a deeper understanding 
and may prompt the viewer to feel more connected due to its rawness, “Original 
context can add richness to our understanding of the photograph, (Barrett, 2006). 
Without context one can never really know the full story, the intricate details or the 
inspiration that the image stems from. Knowing the photographers true intentions can 
ultimately change ones feelings towards what is put in front of them. This illustrates 
why context is so important in communicating key themes in a piece of art and the 
power it possesses in changing how the audience interprets a photograph in their own 
way. When we look at a photograph we are presented with the “external context”, 
(Barrett, 2006) in other words what we see what is on the surface which dismisses the 
true internal context behind the imagery. This illustrates the importance of context 
and how it shapes our interpretation and appreciation of a photograph. 

After exploring the three keywords numerous questions have been generated and 
considered as to what question I will choose to use for my dissertation. Through 

research and contextualisation all three keywords outline and bring together themes

 of context and meaning. Such questions I have considered could be do

 we need context? why is context important? how does context change the view of 

an audience? I have decided to use the question, do we need context? 

I will use the this question along side the themes I have explored within this proposal 

in my dissertation as a starting point. 
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