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I was born in West Yorkshire in May 1976 into an average, working class family and led a happy childhood. 
My parents are still married and they are now retired, living in Brittany, Northern France. I am not famous or 
a genius, and the investigations I have undertaken are about the life of a normal person and the hope is that 
the general populous can relate to my story. I have no traumatic memories of my childhood, but in search of 
events, people and places that I have interacted with or visited, with or without memory. I have around forty 
photographs of my first seven years and this project is a way of gathering or tracing echoes from my past. 
My aim is that this research will be celebratory.
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Mum, Me, Nick and Dad:
Cobo Beach, Guernsey
1977
C-Print

Methodologies implemented within this research include; referencing family archives, shooting new 
photographs and moving image using a range of formats to reflect how we took photographs in the 1970s 
and 1980s and how photographs are shot today (2012). This work has been underpinned by extensive 
contextual research into other artists’ who also work with the family album along with interviews from 
participants. Through a wide and varied range of inquiries the work culminated in a road trip in France to 
attempt to recover the unheimliche i.e. the testing of the opposite of what is homely. 

Photographs play an important role at times of celebration, grief or remembrance, holding signifiers to unlock 
a past time or event; “a textual archive, or as an ideology ...that is, as a social practice.”1 So why does social 
convention dictate that we collect formulaic images “from the ‘little’ moments and events of the private and 
the everyday to those ‘grander’ moments and events of formalised and public occasions.”2 The intention of 
this research is to explore the subject of the family album focusing on the family snap; is it historical fact or 
an edited pseudo reality? The investigations undertaken into the ritual of photographing family gatherings 
and events is based on my personal experiences (memory) and photographs taken in the first seven years 
of my life. I endeavour to discover if the photograph is an accurate description of the event, if it is a tool to 
recall memory, or is it that photographs merely beguile memory? 

Photographs are part of our lives and as such, since the introduction of affordable and less-cumbersome 
equipment, at the centre of any family gathering. At these functions will be the budding photographer 
capturing the moment intensely and from all angles. Photography does not stand still and is ever evolving, 
cameras and storage formats change as do the tastes and fashion of the subjects within the frame, but what 
the photograph presents is indisputable evidence that an event took place. 

The overarching question covering the different avenues of 
investigation is: The family album: An exploration into the 
connection between the family photograph, (the event) and 
memory recollection. Is the family album an indexical journal of 
family history or simply an edited reality?

The research enquires whether the family album has a place in the twenty-first century and if so in what form 
it takes. Photography is evident everywhere, technology is constantly developing and since its discovery in 
the nineteenth century has become more accessible. As more photographs are taken has this changed the 
habits in which we record our existence, or is it simply that many more photographs of the same subject 
matter are being taken? Ultimately are photographs still important in a world where so many outlets are 
available to record our lives? 

This project stems from a handful of photographs taken in my first seven years of childhood (1976 – 1983); 
the included research is used to discuss the photographs as artefacts and discover the intrinsic value, 
information or zeitgeist they hold. The first seven years of childhood have been specified in reaction to the 
phenomenon of infantile amnesia. This refers to the time when, as adults, we are unable to recall very early 
memories. The reason is because during early infancy the brain is only beginning to develop memory and 
communication skills. Sigmund Freud (1856 - 1939) states that it is at this time we develop our character 
and sexual appetite. Within this research the characteristic of infantile amnesia discussed, is in relation to 
remembering family events.  The overarching question covering the different avenues of investigation is: The 
family album: An exploration into the connection between the family photograph, (the event) and memory 
recollection. Is the family album an indexical journal of family history or simply an edited reality?



Introduction
Me and Mum (my first photograph):
Mum and Dad’s Back Garden
1976
Polariod 
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As a photographer the main impetus in my work has been 
technique over subject matter. This research is the continuation 
from previous work, in which the focus was on photographic 
technology and technique and it was through these 
investigations that the subject of the family album was reached. 
The investigations undertaken have lead to a contextual 
underpinning to further the research project.

The original outline of this research was to investigate memory, 

focusing on personal memory;3 exploring the notion that 
photographs are an aide in the recollection of key moments in 
our past, related to the images displayed in the family album. 
Also to address questions relating to the photographs we 
take and how we use and interact with them as documents. 
In addition it was to challenge the indexical nature of the 
photograph within the context of the family snap. This research 
investigates how we use photographs and how they help to 
recall memory, no matter how indexical to the event or time 
as, “these photographs are a window to another time to which 
we can never return”4 and as such the memories evoked may 
be nostalgic, inaccurate or fictitious. But whether the memory 
is recalled, lost or indifferent the photograph is indisputable 
evidence that the event happened. In the book Camera Lucida 
(1981) Roland Barthes’ reaction to his dismay at discovering a 
photograph in which he did not recognise himself is recorded 
as, “...and, yet because it was a photograph, I could not deny 
that I had been there (even if I did not know where)”5, but 
that “what is no longer, but only and for certain has been.”6 
Barthes statement “that-has-been” was the initial starting point 
for debate into the connection between the photograph and 
memory. Susan Sontag reinforces Barthes in her book On 
Photography (1979) stating that, “a photograph passes for 
incontrovertible proof that a given thing happened. The picture 
may distort; but there is always a presumption that something 
exists, or did exist, which is like what’s in the picture.”7 Is 
it possible to decipher the memory from the emotion, “with 
hindsight, we search for visual clues to later events, as 
evidence of predestination.”8

In essence photographs are 
nostalgic, they are a window to the 
past allowing the viewer to look at 
another time...

Me, Nick and Granny 
in Granny’s Back Garden:
June 15th 1978
C-Print
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In the book Family Snaps (2000), edited by Jo Spence and Patricia Holland; Annette Kuhn suggests that 
family snaps should be “signalling”, or “trace a clue”, or “evoke” and record “historical moments,”17 this 
raises the question, “do family snaps follow the constructs suggested by Kuhn?” It is evident when viewing 
the collection of images that the family snap is a vehicle to record loved ones past and present, places, an 
event, a rite of passage, or a milestones, in a manner that documents the way in which we interact with 
each other. While some of the photographs discussed within this research could initially be seen to be 
personal to the point of being impenetrable to an outside viewer, they are accessible in that they share the 
common snapshot in time that as individuals we can relate to, as a generic family holiday snap or birthday 
celebration. As Jörg Colberg stated in an article titled Photographic Facts as Memory (2012), “it is one thing 
to produce photographs that appeal to one’s own sense of a good photograph (good in the sense of being 
a reflection of the subject matter), but it is quite another thing to also end up with photographs that speak of 
the human condition and that thus have an appeal that goes beyond the small circle of people who know the 
subject matter intimately well.”18

Photographs hold an intrinsic, nostalgic value and as such events, occasions and celebrations are often 
reflected upon with rose-tinted spectacles. The dictionary definition of nostalgia is: “a wistful desire to return 
in thought or in fact to a former time in one’s life...”9 or as Fredric Jameson suggests the: “celebrations of the 
imaginary style of a real past” which he sees as “something of a substitute for that older system of historical 
representation, indeed as a virtual symptom-formation, a formal compensation for the enfeeblement of 
historicity in our own time.”10 In essence photographs are nostalgic, they are a window to the past allowing 
the viewer to look at another time, the photograph has frozen a moment, held a signifier to unlock a memory 
or as Proust stated, “photographs of a being before which one recalls less of that being than by merely 
thinking of him or her.”11

This research stems from a collection of photographs taken in the 1970s, when the cost of “cameras which 
are easy to use, films within the pocket of all but the poorest”12 were available, in contrast with recent 
advances in technology and the introduction of integrated computer webcams and mobile phone cameras. 
We can now talk face-to-face via the Internet, once only the vision of science-fiction writers. The variety 
in camera technology available today ensures that the camera is paramount during family events such as 
birthdays, weddings and reunions.

“Cameras go with family life”13 and “because the family photograph is a ritual of the domestic cult in 
which the family is both subject and object...” it reinforces “the need for photographs and the need to take 
photographs.”14 My family album, the one that my parents collected is not a conventional document, it is 
however indicative of other family albums that I have looked at throughout investigations, in that it is in 
reality a drawer of random photographs that are on the whole un-catalogued, and it can be argued that the 
box of photographs is so personal that only we, as a family can decipher the contents. Within the depths of 
the contents is the odd piece of evidence, the punctum; a term used by Roland Barthes to denote a deep 
rooted poignant meaning, the element that punctures the image even though it is not its intended content in 
this case scribbled in pencil stating a place, event, subject, date or a time to contextualise the photograph. 
From the abundance of images deposited in the drawer of family snaps, around only forty images have 
me in the frame, or as the main subject in my early life15, that today in the age of digital photography, could 
appear to be fairly limited. However, it could be argued that this would be a fair amount of photographs in 
relation to the time and use of film then due to the costs and impracticalities that it encompasses. However 
the overarching concern is that “not to take pictures of one’s children, particularly when they are small, is a 
sign of parental indifference.”16

This project is in part looking at capturing a glimpse into the late 1970s and early 1980s using the archived 
photographs, as well as memory as a basis for investigations. On starting this work, it became clear that the 
lack of photographs was not due to the fact that we did not take holiday snaps, but what could be a simple 
run of bad luck with the handling of the images. In an interview with my parents they expressed that this 
occurrence happened with two sets of holiday snaps, the first was from a holiday in France in 1979 where 
the images were ruined either by the camera not operating correctly, poor processing or a combination of 
both. The second happened on a trip to Spain in 1981; the roll of film was deposited at a photography shop 
for processing but unfortunately the vendor closed for several days to observe a national Spanish holiday. 
Perhaps the film is still waiting to be collected. It is for this reason that we (as a family) have to rely on 
memories of those events.

My 6th Birthday Party:
Mum and Dad’s living room
1982 
C-Print

...the first was from a holiday in France in 1979 where the images 
were ruined either by the camera not operating correctly, poor 
processing or a combination of both.
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Exhibition and Storage: this is in relation to how we keep and display images.

Expedition and the trophy photograph: proof that we came we saw we conquered.

Faking the past: investigation into the trend for recapturing the past by using photographic techniques to 
create a false memory or an instantly nostalgic photograph and to find out whether this is the antithesis of 
creativity or do these process hold validity?

The unheimliche: undocumented memory, testing how reliable memory is when challenged with an event 
that was not (un)recorded and do we need signifiers such as photographs to hold onto the event? Freud’s 
Unheimliche is used in this part of the work to state the opposite of what is familiar.

Further evidence of practical investigations and text is available online at:
http://mattsmithfamilyalbum.blogspot.co.uk/ and http://www.mattsmithphoto.co.uk, or in workbook format.

The methodologies undertaken to produce this work included gathering photographs, in some cases 
re-photographing and scanning information on both sides of the photographs, in an attempt to trace the 
original event, in time and geographical location or identify who was present, investigating into whether 
this helps to recall personal memory or not and conducting interviews from family and friends. Many of 
the locations were revisited with family members in an attempt to unlock memory. All subjects who were 
interviewed for source material are close family and friends.

In an attempt to set the work into clear distinct investigations and to distil the volume of work undertaken, the 
following four chapters are to be discussed within this document. The investigations undertaken have been 
wide ranging, and to keep the subject matter lucid the sections included are in reaction to Minor White’s 
(1908 - 1976) idea of Equivalence Theories. White stated in that Equivalence has many levels and that, “any 
photograph, regardless of source, might function as an Equivalent to someone, sometime, someplace. If the 
individual viewer realizes that for him what he sees in a picture corresponds to something within himself – 
that is, the photograph mirrors something in himself.”19 

Me, Nick and Dad:
Unknown, Northern France
1980
C-Print

Me on Wilsthorpe Beach:
Near Bridlington, (Former) Humberside
1978
C-Print
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Aunty Betty’s House:
Sitting room mantelpiece
2011
Digital File

Exhibition and Storage
The reason we collect photographs “is to collect the world. Movies and television programs light up walls, 
flicker, and go out; but with still photographs the image is also an object, lightweight, cheap to produce, easy 
to carry about, accumulate, store,”20 therefore,“cameras go with family life”21 and the photographs we take 
document a personal journey through life while conforming to social habits of family interaction. 

Is how we store and exhibit photographs a reflection of how we interact with them. Does it mean we care 
more for our family and friends by keeping images of our loved ones close at hand?
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A conventional photographic print22 has two 
sides, the front that is the image captured and 
the back, where there may be an inscription from 
the printing machine stating the image or file 
number along with the company livery. Modern 
technologies hold metadata, which determine 
information such as the camera model, the 
focal length of the lens, time and date. Online 
resources such as Facebook not only record 
when the image was taken but where it was 
taken and who or what the subject is. Therefore 
in using digital media the information to support 
a claim of who was present or where the image 
was shot is only a click away. In using analogue 
photographs if nothing was documented at the 
time, this information could be lost forever and 
within the research it has become clear that 
often different interviewees remember the same 
event captured in a photograph but individual 
statements about the content are in contention.

The portrait, the event or 
the expedition all hang as a 
memento mori...

The exhibition of images taken of the family, 
be this a professional family portrait, a vista or 
other form of signifier relating back to the family, 
the images in terms of the family unit are more 
prominent than any work by Picasso or daVinci. 
I can remember as a child that a neighbour hung 
a print of Constable’s Haywain (1821) alongside 
family photographs23 this could delineate that the 
painting is appreciated or beautiful, in the same 
way that a family member’s image is appreciated. 
The portrait, the event or the expedition all hang 
as a memento mori, or as Paul John Eakins 
stated in his book How our lives become stories: 
Making selves, (1999), ““Memoirs” Reconsidered: 
Autobiography as the Other’s Story”24

Aunty Betty’s House:
Sitting room sideboard
2011
Digital File
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An observation posted in a photographic forum27 questioned the trend of new technology to over record 
events. This has become more apparent in watching sporting events such as the Olympic Games (London, 
2012) where spectators no longer hold up cameras; instead they use their mobile phone, iPad or other 
tablet device to record the events, viewing the event in a secondary manner. This was not so apparent in the 
interviews I have undertaken in my research but one participant did state, “all my images are on my camera, 
it is not as exciting as it used to be when we used film and had to wait for the photographs to come back, 
but it is convenient and portable.”28 If photographers are using a tablet device instead of a camera then this 
cuts out the use of prints. In agreement with the interviewee if you can see and fully appraise the images is 
a print needed? Her response was that she wanted to print images but the photograph can be seen on the 
back of the screen so making the print redundant.

Charlotte Cotton states in her book The Photograph as Contemporary Art (2004) that, “a useful starting-point 
for considering how intimate photography is structured is to think about how it borrows and redirects the 
language of domestic photography and family snaps for public display.”25 We are taking more photographs 
than ever, storing them on many different platforms, but we are printing fewer images proportionally than 
before the rise of digital. There are more than “six billion photos on Flickr at the moment (2012), and to 
make matters even more incredible, that exact number of photos are uploaded to Facebook every two 
months.”26 This is a colossal amount of images; does the world need this many images, are they of use as 
a social document, as the images are of the same subject just in more abundance. The term ‘chimping’ has 
been assigned to the digital photographer who after each shot will check the LCD screen on the back of 
the camera, making a judgement and if needed take more and more images, each time quickly checking 
the image until the photographer’s desire to take photographs has ceased. The Kodak slogan once read 
Capture the Moment and in considering the infinite number of frames a digital camera is able to output and 
the fast speed it takes to shoot more images, this statement is in jeopardy.

Judith’s House:
Photograph of a flower taken at the top of Machu Picchu
2012
Digital File

Judith’s House:
Living room wall
2012
Digital File
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Annette Kuhn suggests in the book The Photography Reader (2002) edited by Liz Wells, that “the 
photograph is a prop, a prompt, a pre-text: it sets the scene for recollection”34 and that as artefacts, “family 
Photographs are supposed to show not so much that we were once there, as how we once were: to evoke 
memories which might have little or nothing to do with what is actually in the picture.” In discussing this 
topic in an interview it was stated that some of the photographs on display were reminders of others without 
any people in the frame. In one instance a photograph of a flower taken at the top of Machu Picchu in Peru 
was exhibited as a reminder of another family member. When challenged further about the photograph the 
explanation was that though the image was “a picture of a beautiful flower, I know that he has been there,” 
continuing, “I have lots of other photos of him, but that photo says a lot more.”35 The interviewee had not 
been to the location, but this was a clear signifier to unlock a place even though the landscape was alien.

To curate the family album is a constant role, rotating photographs so not to offend or show that you care 
more about one subject than another. One participant suggested that she had so many people to keep 
happy that she made a point of rotating her displays, these images are part of the furniture and as such 
they are an intrinsic part of the family home, they are rearranged with the same veracity and regiment as a 
priceless ornament or heirloom.

Erik Kessels (1966 -) explored the immense amount of photographs uploaded to Flickr, exhibited at the 
Foam Gallery in Amsterdam, in which he printed out every image uploaded to Flickr in a twenty-four hour 
period, allowing the public to submerge themselves in the images and “visualise the feeling of drowning 
in representations of other people’s experiences.”29 Kessels concluded, “we’re exposed to an overload of 
images nowadays.”30

It can be argued therefore that digital is a cheap format that allows the photographer to shoot an over 
abundance of images; Erik Kessels’ investigations are a testament to this. In essence to photograph using 
a digital camera, film or other derivative, the operator produces the same outcome, but the preferred format 
now for the family photographer, as proven in this research, is digital as it is easy to use, produces instant 
results and is portable. In an editorial by the Associated Press it was claimed that the amount of film that is 
used in the USA today has fallen from around one billion31 at the turn of the century to a mere twenty million 
in 2011.32 This can be attributed to the change in the way we record events using photographs and not a 
reflection on how many photographs we take. In September 2010, CNN announced that Flickr had its fifth 
billion artefact uploaded,33 but at the same time Facebook has around three billion images uploaded every 
month. As digital devices become cheaper and more widespread the numbers will only accelerate.

Aunty Betty’s House:
Sitting room
2011

Aunty Betty’s House:
Sitting room
2011
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Materials used by the participants to display the family images varied from crude inkjet prints onto a 
standard weight 80 g/m² paper framed, to other participants embracing digital frames and tablet devices. 
While oversized prints adorn art galleries allowing the viewer to explore the finer details, perhaps this is 
not the case with a family snap as André Bazin stated, “no matter how fuzzy, distorted, or discoloured, 
no matter how lacking in documentary value the image may be, it shares, by virtue of the very process 
of its becoming, the being of the model of which it is the reproduction; it is the model.”39 Charlotte Cotton 
suggests that the family snap embraces the failures of the operator as “… familiar ‘mistakes’. Out-of-kilter 
framing, blur, uneven flashlight, the colouration of the machine-printed snap…”40 This in contrast to a 2011 
report that “showed that an astonishing 51 per cent of people never bother to print photos – even those 
taken on holiday, at their weddings or after the birth of their children”41 instead choosing to upload images 
to photo-sharing websites such as Flickr and Facebook. It was revealed that 91 per cent of those polled 
believed that a physical photo-album would not exist within twenty-five years, as David Green suggests 
that the developments of technologies allow and encourage us to encounter the “image through the 
‘interface’ of an electronic screen.”42 This would be a far cry from the work of the tactile installation that 
Kessles produced, without the print how can the viewer be absorbed into the narrative. The importance 
of the object may have been degraded, but the use of the photograph remains the same. It is an object, 
on screen or as a physical print that allows the viewer to absorb, reflect and invariably escape, this is 
the reason we install photographs of loved ones in the workplace, home or on a mobile device. The 
photograph allows escapism from being cocooned in a mundane, uninteresting environment; the viewer 
can be freed by a slice of euphoric utopia.

The photograph allows escapism from being cocooned in a 
mundane, uninteresting environment, the viewer can be freed by 
a slice of euphoric utopia.

Interspaced between the family holiday snaps and the excursions taken are the professional studio portrait 
shots. The shots taken by companies who frequent schools, nurseries and social clubs have a certain 
confirmative demeanour. Free Sitting was a project undertaken by Nora Herting, where she worked 
undercover as a portrait photographer at JC Penney, Ohio, USA.43 In the United Kingdom we tend to 
use independent photographic studios for family portraits although there are parallels that can be drawn 
from this scenario in that you can have your child’s portrait taken in the foyers of high-street retailers and 
supermarkets, or the larger chain of portrait studios. Herting described her experience as an attempt to 
break these social constructs, breaking away from the parameters of a forced style, considering how we 
present ourselves.44 Thomas Struth’s (1954 -) work of the late 1980s and early 1990s investigated the way 
in which we approach the family portrait, Struth give no instructions to the sitters allowing them to make 
the decisions regarding composition of the family group, exploring “the idea of connectedness, a context in 
which a person’s appearance, personality and psychology are formed.”45

The exhibition curated by English Conceptual Artist Jeremy Deller as part of the Ways of Looking Festival 
(2011) titled Poking Around, featured photographs taken at the Belle Vue Studio in Bradford, West Yorkshire. 
The images were taken over a fifty-year period, from 1926. The focus of the portraits is the period between 
1953 and the studio’s demise in 1975. The subjects are Asian and Caribbean Immigrants, “many of the 
portraits taken in the studio at this time are of people who wanted to send photographs home to show how 
successful their new lives were.”46 The reality is that the photographs contained different subjects, but often 
wearing a borrowed suit, and in some instances a borrowed girlfriend or fiancé, the same western white 
female appears in several shots, possibly the photographers assistant.

In one instance the photograph was installed as a link to bridge a bereavement, as “to one extent or another, 
connected to themes of death, loss and absence”36 the interviewee explained that a neighbour interacted 
with deceased relatives, by talking to the photograph, as she explained, citing the neighbour, “he says that 
it is not as if they are still here and he doesn’t talk to them because he’s mad,”36 it was explained that it can 
be seen as a more gentle interaction, a comforting reassurance as a posthumous status of memento mori, 
as “today everything exists to end in a photograph,”38 it allows the person to still be present, as opposed to 
being macabre in the manner of the post-mortem memorialised photographs popularised in the nineteenth 
century.

To curate the family album is a constant role, rotating 
photographs so not to offend or show that you care more about 
one subject than another

Judith’s House:
Photographs in a shoebox on the livingroom floor
2012
Digital File
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World’s Best Dad (Mug):
2012
Digital File

Back of photograph:
1979
Digital File

In reality the photo-album may no longer be the dusty book, crammed full with photos and pencil marks 
recording times past. It does not matter where they are stored; photographs help us to recall memories. 
They often remain stored on a hard-drive or in the envelope the physical prints are delivered in. Questioning 
one participant, who is thirty-five years old about the use of her photographs, the answer was: “It has 
become a retirement project, we just keep collecting. One day we will sort through them. Until that day 
comes, we will keep collecting,”49 safe in the knowledge that if the photographs were to be called upon in the 
future they are stored in a safe place.

The answer to how or why we keep these photographs lies within the statement referring to the work 
collected by Deller, we want to look at our best, these photographs may not show reality, we are often not 
dressed with perfection or in fact standing to attention. In the same way we stand to undertake the rigmarole 
of the posed shot. Stand to attention, chest out, wide grin, stand still. “As photographs give people an 
imaginary possession of a past that is unreal”47 as Annette Kuhn suggests that, “family Photographs are 
supposed to show not so much that we were once there, as how we once were…” and as that the portrait 
is a true representation of the sitter at that moment in time, but most of all that the photograph can “evoke 
memories which might have little or nothing to do with what is actually in the picture. The photograph is a 
prop, a prompt, a pre-text: it sets the scene for recollection.”48 Does it matter that we do not always dress in 
this manner or look our best, but that we want to create a warm and wholesome vision when we remember 
times of celebration, but most of all to show a positive image or recollection.

In reality the photo-album may no longer be the dusty book, 
crammed full with photos and pencil marks recording times 
past.
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...the information from the original event was taken from the 
back of the photograph; it simply reads 27th July 1980 Emma’s 
Birthday Party.

At any family event there will be at least one member of the assembled group, be it family member or friend 
who is the budding photographer keen to capture the event: “aspiring to produce photography that is above 
the ordinary” however, “...most family photographs are not particularly distinguished on the level of technical 
skill or approach.”50 Amateurs often capture the moment without understanding the intricacies of apertures, 
shutter speeds or film speed. The evidence is clear that the photographer shot with intent, regardless of: 
“familiar ‘mistakes’. Out-of-kilter framing, blur, uneven flashlight, the colouration of the machine-printed 
snap... what is important is the presence of loved ones at a significant event or moment that prompted the 
taking of the image.”51 These photographs are more than visual proof that we exist and are a boast, shouting 
we came, we saw, we conquered. 

the trophy photograph
Expedition and

Me and Jonny Collins going to Emma’s Birthday Party
Shannon Road, Rastrick, West Yorkshire, England 
1980 (left) and 2011 (right)
C-Print (both photographs)
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...we follow the conventions of lining up, chest out, huge wide 
grin and arms placed as instructed, but most importantly do not 
forget to smile.

No matter the occasion, mood or event a family holiday snap will “offer indisputable evidence that the trip 
was made, that the program was carried out, that fun was had,”52  we follow the conventions of lining up, 
chest out, huge wide grin and arms placed as instructed, but most importantly do not forget to smile. Annette 
Kuhn suggests that “Family Photographs are supposed to show not so much that we were once there, as 
how we once were: to evoke memories which might have little or nothing to do with what is actually in the 
picture. The photograph is a prop, a prompt, a pre-text: it sets the scene for recollection.”53 

To investigate the event and memory recollection, photographs of original events were reshot, contacting the 
sitters and re-enacting the original shot. This has been approached by many photographers such as Daniel 
Meadows (1952 -) who revisited the images he shot in the 1970s for his community based Photobus project 
contacting and reshooting twenty-five years after his initial portrait sittings.54 Irina Werning who made carbon 
copy replacements as part of her Back to the Future Project (2010).55  On reflection of both Meadows’ and 
Werning’s work the aim was to find a middle ground, rather than produce a steadfast formula of Werning’s 
precise recreations, or casual friendly demure of Meadow’s. The task was to contact the subjects from the 
original photographs and ask them to become involved in the process with little instruction. This was to test 
how we look today, allowing to note physical change in the subjects or physical characteristics that remain 
the same. The camera was set to capture the same frame of the original shot, allowing the subjects to move 
freely within the frame to interact.

Jeff Wall (1946 -) discusses his idea of photographing after the event, to create a representation of the 
event but reconstructed to allow the photographer to composite the image. In reality he is building a false 
recollection of the event, in a short documentary Wall explains. “I begin by not photographing”, a statement 
that he believes is still capturing the moment, if not the actual event, an essence of the event.  Wall’s 
rational is: “If I see something outside on the street, I don’t photograph it. So I could be hunting and looking 
for something, but not photograph it, it’s only a small difference really. The actual event disappears as a 
photograph, it vanishes as a potential photograph, it does not happen, but it does not disappear, because I 
am the photographer.”56 

Me by the Paddling Pool:
Royal Parade, Filey, North Yorkshire, England 
1979 (above) and 2011 (below)
C-Print (both photographs)
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Extract from workbook:
Recreation of Me and Mum at Car Green ‘Rec
24th February 2011

Henri Cartier-Bresson (1908 - 2004) discussed the decisive moment, a time at which the photographer 
chooses to press the shutter and capture the event. Wall goes against this notion by actively stating that he 
waits for some time before shooting the image. In the case of the image discussed, ‘Tattoos and Shadows’ 
(2000), Wall waited for a year before recreating the shot, in which he constructed an image that he felt 
held the essence of the original. In the film he talked about memory in that it is what we remember, and in 
the case of the photograph Wall using actors, removed one of the subjects and chose a location that was 
pleasing, possibly for aesthetic purposes. Wall makes a small admission to memory, but in reality his images 
are, in my opinion, a slice of a memory that he sees. In the case of the photograph Tattoos and Shadows 
(2000) Wall’s memory is focused on the people with tattoos and the shadows cast by the trees, in reality the 
image is fiction – he admits that there could have been more people in the original event and that he chose 
a different location, but Wall can recall some of the original event as in the final statement he states: “So the 
reconstruction is a transformation that leads to something faithful”57

Revisiting the location of Me and Mum at Car Green ’Rec
24th February 2011
C-Print
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Me and Dad at Littleborough
Fielden Farm, Roman Road, Littleborough, Lancashire, England
1979 (left) and 2011 (right)
C-Print (both Photographs)

There is no specific reason why this is in the family album; the 
photograph that accompanies this picture is one featuring my 
brother with my mother in a similar pose. The event is lost but 
the record of the photograph remains.

In the photograph, Me and Jonny Collins going to Emma’s Birthday Party 1980 and 2011 it was discussed 
before the event that we should wear similar clothing, blue T-shirts and blue denim jeans. This was an 
intended to deter my view and memories from influencing the shot. This shoot was designed to allow two 
people to have their own, individual view of the shot. This photograph is the first shot taken on a roll of 
twelve. The intention was to only take one shot, in reaction to the original, single frame. In the second image, 
Me and Dad at Littleborough 1979 and 2011, it was my father that suggested the hand gestures, as the wall 
has since eroded or fallen leaving only a small pile of stones. In this image it is the landscape that remains 
constant. This fact prompted an investigation into the location, which produced a set of images based on 
the key signifiers within the frame. These include the road that is reputably Roman and Fielden Farm. The 
building to the right in the frame is an old barn that has changed very little during the time between the 
shots. The reason for the out of kilter angle is unclear, but the road has a gradient that could explain this. 
Why this photograph was taken is unclear and in questioning my parents it took them some time to work out 
where the image was shot. There is no specific reason why this is in the family album; the photograph that 
accompanies this picture is one featuring my brother with my mother in a similar pose. The event is lost but 
the record of the photograph remains.

Having undertaken several recreations of photographs taken in my early life, through contacting, meeting 
and photographing the other members in the photographs, I have had varied success. The reason is 
because the rationale or overview of the measure of success, which it is measured against, is not yet fully 
developed. I do have a personal connection in all the images and it has been agreed with the other people 
in the photographs to evaluate the success by deciding which images hold an aura and which do not. I 
can explain why some of the recreations are more successful than others because they were images that 
referred back to meaningful events throughout my life. Removing a personal sense from the images they do 
remain a strong image, because of the event captured, the composition, or the style of clothing dating the 
image. They invoke nostalgia; the intention is to remind the viewer of their own childhood and to also allow 
them to react to the equipment used. In looking through the childhood images two sets stood out; the image 
Me and Jonny Collins going to Emma’s Birthday Party 1980 and 2011and Me and Dad at Littleborough 1979 
and 2011. They represent the ideal interpretation of revisited images. Both the early and recent shots are 
approached in the same manner and taken using a contemporary (1970s) camera the only discourse that 
we had during each of the shoots was to look briefly at the original photograph.
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Extract from workbook:
Me and Jonny going to Emma’s Birthday Party 1980 and 2011
9th April 2011 2928



Su Lin Booker, a participant in a London School of Communication Degree Exhibition (2011), stated in 
her positioning statement for the work Recorded Fragments that “the notion of photography, memory and 
narrative, highlighting their instability and fragmentary nature. A photograph is never just a photograph; it is a 
visual object that opens up realms of memory, time and space, allowing stories to be told”, and that “Family 
Photographs are generally considered to be an accurate representation of the real, a trace of specific time. 
However memories and perceptions can change over time.”58 

While a photograph is a single still moment in time, it allows the viewer to experience the event with 
reference to the dress, landscape, texture and nostalgia of the time it was taken. In turn this creates a 
reaction, building an emotion surrounding the image and event. In essence all photographs allude to 
creating evidence as a record no matter of the subject matter; or as Barthes extends the rhetoric of the 
photographic image, by stating: “A specific photograph, in effect, is never distinguished from its referent 
(from what it represents).”59  Nicky Bird produced a series of images based on the recreations of places 
unknown to her; when approaching her research in Red Herrings (1998) she commented, “what if I could 
retrace the scene by recreating the site? After all reconstructions at the scene of a crime are done to jog the 
memory and to retrieve the evidence.”60

In the image of Emma’s Birthday Party there are clear signifiers to the previous 1980 photograph. Without 
instruction we stood to have our picture taken, there are many other similarities, the most obvious is that 
we look very similar and are standing in the same place, but once past the superficial the obvious facts 
are that it is the same street and subject but the details are more clear. For example look at the position of 
the subjects’ feet, they are almost a carbon copy of the before image, we hold the same frame body wise 
and the head positions are almost identical. Yes there are physical differences but there are features in the 
original image that transcends both.

To reinforce the experience of the recreation an interview was recorded with each participant in order to 
discover their memories of; the time when the photograph was taken, the event, and any other personal 
memories it evoked. The overarching question raised is to explore why we hold onto certain photographs 
or events. In the case of the Emma’s Birthday Photograph the interviewee had no recollection of the 
photograph being taken or where we were going, it was not until this information was relayed that he knew 
the origins of the image. Leading up to shooting the photograph I had built up a personal recollection of the 
original event and how it unfolded. I remembered how Jonny’s mother knelt down to take the photograph 
and that the information from the original event was taken from the back of the photograph; it simply reads 
27th July 1980 Emma’s Birthday Party. Reflecting upon the initial deliberation, I agree with the Jonny that I 
have no recollection of the event at the time of shooting the second image in the diptych. 

Guest House, Scarborough Road:
Filey, North Yorkshire, England
Photograph taken by Anthea Smith
2012 Digital File

Salvation Army, Mitford Street:
Filey, North Yorkshire, England
Photograph taken by Anthea Smith
2012 Digital File
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In further discussion of my recreated photographs, the participants were asked to send postcards to me, of 
an area of their choosing, from places shown in the original photographs. They were asked beforehand what 
they wanted to find there, and later this was compared to the reality of what they actually found. This mode 
worked well leading to further conversations and interviews, which have been very informative, as each 
member of the test strove to remember and expand on the topics discussed. In the case of the postcard sent 
by my parents, they mentioned that they searched for the Salvation Army Building in Filey. This is something 
that I have no recollection of, as mentioned earlier in this text. My main memory of that time and place is 
falling into the paddling pool and watching a film of Buck Rogers in black and white on the television. 

The most enduring memory I have of Filey, was that the weather was always sunny and hot, in contrast with 
Blackpool, where it was always raining. Other memories of Filey shared with my family, include the lifeboat 
house and Corrigans Fun Centre (slot machines). Again, in contrast, Corrigans was always about arcade-
games and Blackpool was the two-penny shoves, and still is. The lights attract me like shiny objects to a 
magpie. The amusement arcade combined with the joke-shop, ice-cream parlour and the sun and sea all 
continue to have a warm fuzzy appeal for me.

If the photograph does not exist does this mean that the past does not exist? Without indisputable evidence 
would an individual’s memory hold validity? Part of the research was to ask other members of my family to 
take photographs of places, that as a family, we used to visit, and seek out their memory. In the instance of 
my father’s memory he chose to photograph Filey. As a family, we spent many days and weekends away, 
but I asked my dad to focus on his memory from my early years. The photographs he shot did focus on the 
places I remember such as the beach, the sea, the boats, the lifeboat house and the guesthouse we stayed 
at. The event he focused on was the photograph of the Salvation Army; where my brother and myself were 
left for what my dad describes as an hour or two, but what he claimed we complained felt like all day. I have 
spent hours attempting to recall this, but in reality I cannot remember anything.

In the same manner I undertook photographs of places I have snippets of memories of and visited different 
areas to seek out locations from memory find out how they have changed over time. In some examples 
the places have not changed at all, but in others the change is drastic. An example of this was found in 
Southport. A business park has replaced the original site of the remembered paddling pool; a chain hotel and 
restaurants, a resource obviously needed in this seaside, activity location. As Annette Kuhn suggests that: 
“...memories evoked by a photo do not simply spring out of the image itself, but are generated in an intertext 
of discourses between past and present...”61  Although a photograph does help the human memory to 
do this, as it shows a location and gives colour and texture, but is this unlocking a memory or is it merely 
allowing the viewer to explore imagination?

Postcard by Mum and Dad:
Filey, North Yorkshire
(Sent) 2012
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Postcard sent from:
Filey, North Yorkshire
2012

Faking the Past
Throughout history artists have often used antiquities as a source of influence or as source material. Faking 
the past is an investigation into the differed fascination for producing images that are faded, fuzzy or that 
mimic or captures the aesthetics of dead media or out dated formats.

Seesaw at Church Lane Rec’:
Lower edge, Rastrick, West Yorkshire, England
2012
Digital File
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Over looking Elland from Church Lane Rec’:
Lower edge, Rastrick, West Yorkshire, England
2012
Digital File

Church Lane Rec’:
Lower Edge, Rastrick, West Yorkshire, England
2012
Digital File
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It would appear that in the family snapshot aesthetic the quest to 
produce optically sharp, high quality images is now shunned in 
favour of an altering filtration application.

My childhood home:
Rastrick, West Yorkshire, England
2012
Digital File (both photographs)
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Beg Meil Fouesnant:
Finistère, Brittany. France
2012
Instagram

The aesthetic that the modern representations create, produce 
technically imperfect images. The filters recalibrate the image 
adding dust and scratches and add shades from the colour 
pallet of the Dufay and Autochrome Photographic Processes 
from the early part of the twentieth century. 

Throughout history art practitioners have had a constant yearning to look back and recreate the past. The 
Renaissance artists produced work that celebrated a rebirth of ancient traditions from classical antiquity 
of Greek and Roman Mythology. Photography is going through constant change and while technology 
moves on, it calls upon previous processes. In the nineteenth century as art was freed up by photographers 
producing portraits, it was moving towards abstraction69 by painters such as Cezanne, Monet and Van Gogh. 
They moved away from the style of realism. William Henry Fox Talbot (1800 - 1877) produced his calotype 
negative process (1835) that could produce an endless number of prints in an accurate representation of 
the subject matter, but he made his process prohibitive, in applying for a patent to license his discovery. This 
invariably led to the customer opting for the more expensive one-shot process of Louis Daguerre’s (1787 - 
1851) Daguerreotype.70 The Daguerreotype (1839) can be seen as a tangible, tactile object and, likewise, 
digital users are aiming to capture an instant, nostalgic moment through an analog simulator and to return to 
a time that is no longer, because time is irreversible, “and nostalgia becomes the reaction.”71

Photographs define us. In an Internet article published by, Jörg Colberg (2012) discussing the relationship 
between photography and memory, he stated that, “as objects, photographs literally give us something 
to hold on to.”62 Further to this idea Colberg discussed that although the process that we use to take a 
photograph has changed, the mechanical process remains the same; loading the film or recordable material, 
the framing of composition, setting the optimum light readings and, when the optimum or decisive moment 
occurs, the photographer completes the process by pressing the shutter release. This does not and will not 
alter, but it is the instant after the photograph is taken it differs. In digital photography or Polaroid the image 
appears instantly, but in using film or other variants of the plate camera there is a secondary process; the 
wait for the film to be returned, processed or printed. Shooting with film is an exact science but with so many 
variables it can still have an unknown outcome. This situation is heightened by the initial fear that all has not 
gone well with the shot. However if all the correct variables are aligned then the image should be exposed 
correctly.

Taking this trepidation related to processing out of the equation, the method of shooting the image will 
invariably allow the viewer to join the photographer in the critique of the image shot. With film this process 
will be delayed by a matter of hours, days or weeks, but with instant devices as digital or Polaroid, the 
decision as to which is the preferred shot is achieved instantly and is available twice; once in the taking of 
the shot and again in the immediate viewing of the result. This often leads to a reshoot to create the perfect 
image, which it can be argued looses the spontaneity of the captured moment. In one of my interviews a 
participant in a recreated photograph stated, “While I like the convenience of my digital camera, I used to 
really enjoy the experience of waiting for the film to come back from the processors. No one knew what we 
had photographed and if it had come out okay.”63

The shocking news of Eastman’s Kodak Brand filing for Bankruptcy in January 2012, highlighted the shift 
from analogue to digital photography, proving that Kodak did not invest in the switch, which was, after all, 
its own invention.64 “In the USA in 1976 Kodak held 90% of film sales, and 85% of camera sales, by 2009 
Kodak had stopped producing photographic film altogether.”65

The shift from analogue to digital media within photography was highlighted further with the announcement 
in 2008 by Marc Horne in an article in the Scotsman newspaper, “The death of the Polaroid”, where he 
states “The digital age has claimed yet another scalp”66 marking the end of Polaroid manufacture. Further 
to this Keith Nowak of Nokia suggested that the amateur photographer no longer needs a specialist camera 
as a mobile phone will suffice as “for people that are snapshot users, their phone could easily replace their 
camera” he continues “...is it going to replace an SLR for professional users? No, that’s not where it’s going. 
But it has replaced the disposable point-and-shoot camera”.67 This new technology has created resurgence 
in the interest of Polaroid, only four years after its demise; it has become apparent that you can now use 
your mobile phone to create a pseudo-Polaroid image using Hipstamatic or Instagram. It would appear that 
in the family snapshot aesthetic the quest to produce optically sharp, high quality images is now shunned 
in favour of an altering filtration application. The argument that this process cheapens or makes the image 
less is unfounded but in reality more photographs are captured today than ever before. The digital age of 
photography has heightened the urge to capture the moment in a manner that Hipstamatic boasts the slogan 
“Digital Photography never looked so analog…is an application that brings back the look, feel, unpredictable 
beauty, and fun of plastic toy cameras from the past.”68
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Beach at Penthièvre, Saint-Pierre-Quiberon:
Quiberon, Brittany. France
2012
Instagram

Beach at Penthièvre, Saint-Pierre-Quiberon:
Quiberon, Brittany. France
2012
Instagram

In the early part of the twentieth century Walter Benjamin (1892 - 1940) discussed in his book The Work of 
Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction (1955), his theory that photography was removing the aura from 
artworks, yet it can be argued that present day applications utilise the application of false aura. As Benjamin 
states aura is “the ‘one-of-a-kind’ value of the ‘genuine’ work of art has its underpinning in the ritual in 
which it had its original, initial utility value.”72 The filter applied is generic but to the viewer the message is 
a distorted aesthetic. We are used to seeing perfect crisp images, therefore these crude images challenge 
the principals of contemporary photography. Ruth Whitehead explains that the app is designed “to create a 
retro look, it takes photos in a square shape, similar to the Polaroid instant film cameras or Kodak Instamatic 
cameras that were popular from the 1960s to the 1980s.”73

The aesthetic that the modern representations create, produce technically imperfect images. The filters 
recalibrate the image adding dust and scratches and add shades from the colour pallet of the Dufay and 
Autochrome Photographic Processes from the early part of the twentieth century. These are images that if 
submitted according to a professional brief would instantly be rejected.
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Extract from workbook:
The Truth of Photographs (indexical to the event)
30th September 2011 4544



In a comment (in reaction to a post on the blog accompanying this research) about an image that was taken 
on a camera phone and another, similar image posted through Instagram, a blogger stated that the image 
through Instagram was instantly inviting from an aesthetic point, but upon reflection the original, non-edited 
image was far superior, but not in aesthetic terms. The viewer had an unexplained attraction to the 
post-produced image and stated that it had no real value after the initial view.

It appears that the amateur photographer is striving to recreate the past, but only if the technology is 
convenient. Stephen Bull describes nostalgia as a “collective craving to return to the past”74 and is shown 
in the manner in which images are instantly uploaded to the Internet and shared with social networking 
sites such as Facebook and Twitter. For the amateur who chooses to embrace the retro apparatus they can 
look at the over saturated colour effects of Holga or Diana Cameras or the images that are created through 
applications such as Hipstamatic or Instagram. The interesting point is that the aesthetic the images evoke 
are replicated from a time before most users were born. These images are in effect differed gratification. 
What is even more apparent in the popularity of these apps, is that in May 2012 Facebook paid a staggering 
$1 Billion USD75 for Instagram, allowing its users to link images and social media seamlessly. The images 
themselves are small files and encrypted to be displayed on a phone or tablet device. The fact is that there 
are now many options in presenting images and while we may not be printing images as we once did, using 
a device such as a phone or tablet, allows the viewers to hold a tangible object and embrace the excitement 
of the event, while they remain portable.

Trish Morrissey (1967 -) produces work based on individual and collective memory, described by Camilla 
Brown as “narrative documentary as it uses the conventions of portraiture and snap-shot photography whilst 
collapsing the distinction between fact and fiction.”76 In the project ‘Seven Years’ (2003) Morrissey “enlisting 
the help of her sister (her senior by Seven Years) using the template of the family photograph, performed, 
staged and produced a synthetic and generic family photo album,”77 the images, based on memory and 
props from the family collection blending fact and fiction. In her work Front, Morrissey focuses on the self-
portraits in an autobiographical aspect of family photography this set of vernacular images, that “explores 
both the costal landscape and the British fascination with the seaside.”78 In which she replaces the mother 
of each family, Morrissey can be seen pregnant in some images, the images consider the tension of how we 
perceive ourselves and how others perceive us. 

The images produced for this research were undertaken in several guises, the obvious one was to use the 
available digital applications Hipstamatic and Instagram. In order to use an experimental approach, digital 
images were shot through the viewfinder of a Mamiya120 camera that was originally produced in the early 
1970s. The images were then printed on to a Pogo Zink. Care was taken to include signifiers to the present, 
including contemporary vehicles and architecture. The ultimate aim is to deceive the viewer into believing 
that the image is from the original set of images shot in the late 1970s and early 1980s. Further to this an 
investigation into the notion of permanence was also made. A roll of 120 film was shot in the same location 
and using the same subject matter. In work akin to that of Stephen Gill (1971 -) who shot his images and 
buried them in the ground at the location where they were shot, causing the negatives to degrade. In a 
similar manner, the images I shot were returned to the family home and left on display for twelve months, 
albeit as negatives. Once shot the film was cut into two parts. The first set of negatives was hung in a south-
facing window, the second part of the film stored in a dry safe place. The prediction was that the light would 
force the film to bleach and artificially age it, hopefully creating a false nostalgic image in line with modern 
retro applications. The outcome did prove that images can be falsely tampered with and that once scanned 
into digital format it is able to produce conflicting aesthetics.

Beach at Penthièvre, Saint-Pierre-Quiberon:
Quiberon, Brittany. France
2012
Instagram
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Me and Dad at Littleborough Unmanipulated
Fielden Farm, Roman Road, Littleborough, Lancashire, England
2011
Digital File (scanned negative)

Me and Dad at Littleborough Manipulated
Fielden Farm, Roman Road, Littleborough, Lancashire, England
2011
Digital File (scanned negative)

Me and Dad at Littleborough, Permanence tests:
left: stored in a light-tight dry environment
right: hung in a window
2011
Digital File (scanned negative)
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Carr Green Rec’:
Rastrick, West Yorkshire, England
2012
Digital File

The unheimliche literally translates from German to English as unhomely. In his discussion of unheimliche, 
Gorgiio Agmben suggests that the unheimliche “is in reality nothing new or alien, but something which is 
familiar and old – established in the mind and which has become alienated from it only through the process 
of repression.”79 In my experience photographing to date, the reality has been that the scenes that I recorded 
of places around where I grew up are familiar, and it is for this reason that I decided to go in search of a 
location that I had not visited since I was a child. To challenge the unheimliche theory I decided to look for 
places that were unhomely physically, but familiar in my mind. The investigation was to find locations and 
search for familiarity in places that I have not been to for a long time. The process was to re-photograph 
sites that even though they were once familiar to me are now strange because of the passing of time, in 
search for the original memory that the photograph rather than the site holds.

The Unheimliche
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Mount Lane:
Rastrick, West Yorkshire, England
2012
Digital File

Carr Green Rec’:
Rastrick, West Yorkshire, England
2012
Digital File

Carr Green Rec’:
Rastrick, West Yorkshire, England
2012
Digital File

Wellholme Park:
Brighouse, West Yorkshire, England
2012
Digital File
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Mount Lane:
Rastrick, West Yorkshire, England
2012
Digital File

Booth Royd Lane:
Rastrick, West Yorkshire, England
2012
Digital File

Booth Royd Lane:
Rastrick, West Yorkshire, England
2012
Digital File

Carr Green Rec’:
Rastrick, West Yorkshire, England
2012
Digital File
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I am using the term unheimliche, which Sigmund Freud (1856 - 1939)80 suggests is a place or object that is 
unhomely, but was once familiar and now uncomfortably strange. This is the culmination of my investigations 
into how photographs aide the recollection of memory and was initially an extension of the trophy 
photograph inquiry, exploring how we view the familiar or homely (heimliche). As one of my interviewees 
stated, when challenged about his memories relating to a photograph taken of him in 1980, “I don’t 
remember the photograph being taken at all...”81 he also stated that he remembered the location depicted 
and the actual photograph, commenting that “it had always been around”, but he had no recollection of 
the event or the reason it was taken. As Eakins suggests “how much of what autobiographers say they 
experience is equivalent to what they really experience, and how much of it is merely what they really 
experience, and how much of it is merely what they know how to say?”82

The main focus of this part of the investigation was to choose two locations – the heimliche and unheimliche. 
The first, the heimliche (homely or familiar) are photographs of locations near my parents’ home, where I 
lived as a child and a second location, the unheimliche (unhomely or unfamiliar) is in northern France near 
to where my parents now live. The fact that my parents now live at this location is coincidental and for the 
purposes of this research this does not encroach on the context of the investigation. 

Working within the parameters of the familiar, in this case the area around my childhood home, photographs 
were shot of locations that I regularly visited as a child and throughout my adolescence. The focus in the 
investigation was to look at places where I spent my leisure time, mainly in parks and woodlands. This was 
relative to the subject matter in the original set of photographs from the late 1970s and early 1980s. 

Drawing parallels between my work and that of the naturalistic paintings by George Shaw (1966 -) 
photographing and writing about the Coventry council estate where he grew up in the late 1960s and 
1970s, it is what it is, a slice of reality of suburban Britain from the mid twentieth century. Godfrey Worsdale 
commented that Shaw’s approach is “deeply personal and universally shared; he has continuously 
demonstrated that there is something collective about all of our individual experiences.”83 The images 
discussed within this research relate to the late 1970s and early 1980s. The architecture and fashion 
within the frame is not familiar eighteenth and nineteenth romanticism, nor are they beautiful vistas in the 
English Countryside akin to the romanticised oil paintings by John Constable (1776 – 1835) or Thomas 
Gainsborough (1727 – 1788) that hang in homes throughout the UK.84 This work is an investigation into 
personal photographs that exist and memories of those depicted past events. It is similar in tone to the work 
of Clare Gallagher’s Domestic Drift Project (2012) described by Leonita Flynn as, “representative of the 
unremarkable domestic experience.”85

However in reality I am looking at tracing the footsteps of what 
has made me.

Looking towards Foxcroft:
Rastrick, West Yorkshire, England
2012
Digital File

My childhood home:
Rastrick, West Yorkshire, England
2012
Digital File

Lower Edge Road:
Rastrick, West Yorkshire, England
2012
Digital File

Looking towards Lower Edge Road:
Rastrick, West Yorkshire, England
2012
Digital File

These signifiers may not allow me to step back in time, they will 
however allow me to see and experience the places I saw as a 
child. 
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The work generated from this investigation produced images 
that recorded locations that I had visited as a child and also 
throughout my later years. This means that in some instances 
the memory was forced and I found that I was looking for places 
or details that were familiar in later life. The over familiarity 
with the subject matter raised questions within the constraints 
of this research. Questions’ relating to early memory are, at 
what age was I when I visited these places and when did the 
memory take place? In an attempt to contextualise the memory 
of certain locations I asked my father to accompany me. The 
reason for using this methodology is that when I was very young 
I would be accompanied by either of my parents when visiting 
a park and, as my father was in fulltime work, this would limit 
the time we spent together at leisure. In addition, neither my 
father nor I had visited the locations together recently. This fact 
helped to remove any other memories we could have and we 
instantly spoke about the place in relation to the changes that 
had taken place since our last visit. We discussed what we had 
seen beforehand on our previous visits; what used to be there 
or how some objects had not changed. In the conversation that 
took place the subject of familiarity was the key. There were 
points that we agreed upon such as the buildings that were 
there and events that had happened at the scene, although 
differences arose between us when discussing some of the 
details. The images shot instantly evoked nostalgia for both my 
father and myself. The intention that I set out with was to create 
photographs that could communicate nostalgia, but the aim was 
for that nostalgia to communicate with the viewer and for the 
viewer to appreciate personal nostalgia.
 
The experience of photographing earlier events with a witness 
allowed further distilling and editing of the shots. This happened 
in an earlier reshoot where my father accompanied me to a 
campsite we had visited in my childhood at Ulrome, a village 
with a caravan park on the East Coast of Yorkshire. This was 
the first test of the unheimliche as I had only some vague 
memories and images that I wanted to recapture and recreate. 
Without my father’s help it would not have been possible for 
me to retrace and contextualise the locations and events. In 
this instance I had to be told where we stayed, the locations 
we visited and the activities that we took part in. In reality these 
memories were my father’s personal memories not my own 
personal memories.

Referring to a photograph that was part of the original collection and shot by my parents shows me and 
another boy. Much as I search my memory I cannot remember this boy or the event. As the interviewee 
stated at the beginning of this chapter discussing the same subject (referring to another photograph), he 
could not remember the event, but he could remember the photograph. In essence in these instances the 
photograph is the memory and as Joan Gibbons suggests in her book, Contemporary Art and Memory: 
Images of Recollection and Remembrance (2007), that “however, memory is never just a straightforward 
process of recording lest we forget and, even in the best equipped of minds, it can be a slippery mechanism. 
It can be both elusive and intrusive and we can rarely be completely sure of its fidelity to the events or facts 
that it recalls.”86 As Gibbons suggests the event is recorded as a general overview; the intricacies of the 
details are forgotten.

In summer of 1979 we went on holiday as a family to Brittany, 
France. I was three years old and would be starting school in 
the following September, and as a young child embraced the 
excitement of travelling abroad and the thirst for adventure. 

Church Lane Rec’:
Lower Edge, Rastrick, West Yorkshire, England
2012
Digital File
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In summer of 1979 we went on holiday as a family to Brittany, France. I was three years old and would 
be starting school in the following September, and as a young child embraced the excitement of travelling 
abroad and the thirst for adventure. I have many fragmented memories from this holiday; the hot days on the 
beach, the beautiful scenery and the different camping sites visited. The most vivid memory I have of this 
holiday is of me sitting in the elevated roof of a Volkswagen campervan. The campervan was parked on a 
sandy road leading to sand dunes and beyond them the beach and sea. In my mind I can remember that the 
evening was extremely hot and that the campervan was coloured white over orange.

The idea of a road trip in search of the beach road draws inspiration from Tacita Dean’s (1965 -) sound 
installation, trying to find the Spiral Jetty (1997) and referencing John Smith’s (1952 -) reworking of his 1976 
film The Girl Chewing Gum (2011) in which he layered new film of how the location appear in 2011, at the 
end of the film Smith confesses that he cannot find one of the locations instead choosing to shoot a field 
that is similar, but not the correct location. Dean had a list of instructions of the location from JG Ballard95 
that, it was reported, were written by Robert Smithson of how to find the Jetty in Utah, USA, (and since 
its installation in 1970 the location had been well documented), Dean’s piece recorded her search and 
disappointment at not finding the sculpture. The recording of the journey for the search for the beach road is 
the process and it becomes part of the final event, if the road had not been found then the memory remains.

The information I had was minimal; in fact it was a vague memory of a beach I had visited as a three year 
old. The outcome however could have been that the memory was a figment of my imagination. The vague 
yet over-riding impulse driving this strand of the research was that the beach was somewhere in Brittany or 
Northern France, there was no name or grid reference and the only recollection was that the location was a 
sandy track leading to a beach off a long straight road in reality not much to go on. The following diary plots 
the days travelling in search of the beach. Initial work started with a map of Brittany and closely studying the 
contours of the land. From the information that I remembered it was clear that the beach was located on a 
flat geographical plane and that it was somewhere in Brittany. The following diary plots the search for the 
beach road.

In essence this part of the research is an investigation into the photographs that were never taken. We 
have visions that we can describe but are only shown in drawings and literature. To show a photograph is, 
as has been discussed throughout this text, indisputable evidence of (Barthes) that-has-been. In the book 
Photographs Not Taken (2012), prominent photographers are asked to write about moments that never 
became a picture. As I initially stated in the introduction, I did not take photographs as a teenager for fear of 
taking something that was not revolutionary or life changing, there are many times in my life when I wish I 
had taken a photograph, this is one of those moments and this work is in part an apology for not capturing 
that moment.

In attempting to recall locations and events in photographs through my memory and those of family 
members and friends present in the same shots, I have observed that memory cannot be defined as fact, as 
different people recall events differently, or pickup on different details. In most cases, a general overview of 
the memory of the event or trip can be recalled, but detail or defined information about individual specifics 
differs. Roland Barthes deals with just this issue when discussing a photograph of his mother. He stated 
that: “that-has-been and is no more”87 in which he declares indisputable evidence that an event happened 
and cannot be revisited, Barthes continues to seek proof of the event by stating that the: “...real thing which 
has been placed before the lens, without which there would be no photograph”, whereas: “Painting can feign 
reality without having seen it.”88 But without indisputable evidence did the event happen, or is the memory of 
an event or place fictitious. If this is the case then the photograph is replacing the event, or pointing towards 
a memory, then how truthful or indexical is that memory. As Sontag suggests, converting an “experience into 
an image” in order to “make real what one is experiencing”89

In some cases looking through the images taken in the 1970s, the photographs are the memory. I was 
clearly too young to remember the event if the state of infantile amnesia is to be accepted, but signifiers in 
the image allow the viewer to enter a past memory, regardless of how indexical to the event the memory is. 
In reality I was creating a memory based on given information from others, whereas approaching this subject 
as an adult I am able to make choices with a clearer, rationalised outcome, allowing me to explore with 
an informed decision to collect signifiers. These signifiers may not allow me to step back in time, they will 
however allow me to see and experience the places I saw as a child.

This raises the question of whether the photograph is always nostalgic. Susan Sontag stated that the 
influence of photography on society has created: “a nostalgic time right now, and photographs actively 
promote nostalgia. Photography is an elegiac art, a twilight art. Most subjects photographed are, just by 
virtue of being photographed, touched with pathos.”90 Jeremy Seabrook states: “Essentially, the pictures 
illustrate a story. They amplify biographies...”91 photographs do not necessarily communicate the truth and 
can be used to optimise the narrative; after all we want to be remembered in a positive and triumphant light. 
If the events in my past are not necessarily indexical to the event they are seen as nostalgic.

It can be argued that this project is an attempt to return to a happier time, to memorialise the past. As 
Linda Hutcheon describes, it is to “look and linger longingly.”92 However in reality I am looking at tracing 
the footsteps of what has made me. Hutcheon furthers her initial statement and explains that the excess 
of nostalgia today is due to: “...technology... audio and video reproduction, nostalgia no longer has to rely 
on individual memory or desire: it can be fed forever by quick access to an infinitely recyclable past.” This 
can be seen through genealogy websites such as ancestry.co.uk, or image storage sites such as Flickr and 
Photobucket, along with video repositories sites such as YouTube. Ultimately the websites allow the viewer 
to explore the past with indisputable evidence and although there is still much that relies on imagination, 
before the material is uploaded it will have undergone to some degree postproduction. Google+ and 
Facebook have resources that allow the user to create a timeline that can be added to. In some cases the 
metadata is stored automatically and the events or uploads have to be edited or deleted to remove devices, 
rather than content added individually. Unfortunately this kind of resource was not available in my formative 
years, but as Andreas Huyssen states, this can create conflict: “The more memory we store on data banks, 
the more the past is sucked into the orbit of the present, ready to be called up on the screen.”93  A statement 
made in 1985 by David Lowenthal has become more profound in the twenty-first century: “formerly confined 
in time and place, nostalgia today engulfs the whole past,”94 as mass culture uses a variety resources to 
capture the past, if unconsciously nostalgic.

The vague yet over-riding impulse driving this strand of the 
research was that the beach was somewhere in Brittany or 
Northern France, there was no name or grid reference and the 
only recollection was that the location was a sandy track leading 
to a beach off a long straight road in reality not much to go on.
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Southport:
Site of the Paddling Pool 1979 and 2011
C-Print (1979) and Digital File (2011)
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Brittany, France. 9th July - 13th July 2012
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The reason for this trip was two-fold. The first was to find the beach road (the location and main point 
of many family discussions) and secondly to take my parents back to their home in Brittany, diverting to 
a garage on the journey back to collect their newly purchased left hand drive car, as they had sold their 
previous right hand drive car whilst in the UK.

The road out of port brought on the usual fraught arguments, with directions coming from all sides, the most 
sensible being – keep looking for toute-directions and aim for Plancoët and Morlaix. My main obstacle was 
roundabouts, I can drive on the right, but I get confused when driving anticlockwise around a roundabout, it 
is just unnatural.

Monday 9thJuly 2012
It seemed fairly appropriate that the first song that was played on the radio was (Sittin’ On) The Dock Of The 
Bay by Otis Redding, having just travelled on the overnight ferry from Portsmouth to Saint-Malo and I was 
waiting to roll off the ferry. The crossing was very smooth; in fact the sea was choppier in port than out in the 
channel. Having packed last minute and the fact that four people and four people’s luggage, including a 5x4 
camera, do not fit well into a Volkswagen New Beetle, (well it did) made for quite an uncomfortable ride.

The ride down from Yorkshire to Portsmouth, Hampshire, was very smooth with little traffic, which was a 
pleasing experience after the diversions and warnings on the radio regarding the closure of the A43 past 
Silverstone. I was more annoyed that I had to listen to the Wimbledon Men’s Singles Final than the British 
Grand Prix, as Radio 5 ditched the motor racing to cover the warm up to the big final. Also, because we 
packed in a hurry with space in mind, we did not have any washing equipment in the overnight bag and 
Brittany Ferries are not as plush as North Sea Ferries, so a single sachet of shower gel and a hand towel 
sufficed for a freshen up in a lukewarm shower. However, breakfast was good, but alas, not to be compared 
with North Sea Ferries gourmet selection.

Beg Meil Fouesnant:
Finistère, Brittany. France
2012
Digital File
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Continuing on from the evening before, I shot some 
more film on my iPhone of the journey, keeping 
in mind the work by Tacita Dean, Trying To Find 
The Spiral Jetty (1997), I have been assured that 
the quality of footage shot would be good enough. 
In reality this is the ideal format in that it is what 
I would imagine most families would use for 
availability, cost and ease – for after all, as André 
Bazin stated in Stillness and Time: Photography: 
“No matter how fuzzy, distorted, or discoloured, no 
matter how lacking in documentary value the image 
may be, it shares, by virtue of the very process of its 
becoming, the being of the model of which it is the 
reproduction; it is the model.”96

The weather was a mixture of some sun, overcast 
but quite warm, ideal for a road trip. Much as 
I love Brittany, it does all look very similar; all 
roads go through the centre-ville, which consist 
of white concrete rendered buildings. Every small 
village, hamlet or town have the same business 
establishments; a boulangerie, la poste, de tabac 
and a bar or restaurant. The biggest observation 
is that there are never any people in the streets, it 
makes me wonder how businesses stay open, but 
more pertinently does anyone actually live there?

It took about two and a half hours from the ferry to 
reach my parents’ house, which is situated about 
twenty minutes inland (east) from Pont-Aven under 
the hook of Brittany. As we drove over the hills we 
encountered intermittent reception on the radio, 
but still managed to hear Paint it Black by the 
Rolling Stones and Bones by the Killers, so much 
for French Radio having to play a French language 
song at least fifty per cent of the time.

The afternoon consisted of a trip to the supermarket 
– traversing though aisles and aisles of wine, aiming 
straight for the boulangerie section to sample some 
baked goods – this is something the French excel 
at. The smell of supermarkets in France differs from 
the UK in that they have a certain cold slightly musty 
smell, but I suppose that this is the freshness of the 
produce. The crabs and other live produce make 
me feel uneasy. The French don’t have a word for 
vegetarian. 

The evening ended with a meal at Le Moulin de 
Rosmadec in Pont-Aven, sitting outside in the 
sun, to celebrate both my Dad’s and my partner’s 
birthdays.  

Looking towards Port Manech:
Port Manech, Finistère, Brittany. France
2012
Digital File

7372



Tuesday 10th July 2012
The morning started overcast and it rained a little 
in the morning. My aim was to find and capture 
the location I was in search of on a sunny day, 
but the weather so far this year has not been 
promising with the jet stream not being in the 
correct geographical location. Whether this is due 
to global warming or the media’s question that 
it could be a natural cycle – I remain sceptical. 
Anyway we set off in search of the beach road, 
the research was seeking to find, aiming for the 
coast just west of the E60 (European Route) 
/ N165 (Route nationale) at Guidel, aiming for 
Larmor-Plage, eventually following the road to 
Lorient. I still don’t understand why the French 
have two road numbers; I think it must be just to 
confuse foreign drivers. It is worth pointing out at 
this point that I did not have any Sat Nav or GPS 
system and I dare not turn my iPhone on for 3G 
access because the cost would be extortionate, 
so I did not have a clue where I was going. I also 
resisted looking on Google Street View. However, 
I doubt typing in to any locating system, “find a 
beach I remember form the late 1970s” would be 
fruitful?

The journey down the E60 / N165 was quite 
uneventful and the weather was bright with 
a slight splattering of rain. Once off the route 
nationale it was a case of aiming for the coast. 
The road itself followed the coast closely and we 
spent some time stopping off to walk through the 
dunes onto the beach. I have a clear vision of 
what the beach road looks like. The beach road 
/ car park is at a right-angle off the main road, 
which follows up a slight incline with space for 
cars to park at either side. While the landscape 
today may have looked familiar; it did not 
resonate any memory. 

Throughout the day we listen to French radio to 
try and work out the translation to improve our 
French and did not hear any recognisable songs 
on the radio until late in the day, when Dexys 
Midnight Runners, Come On Eileen and Simple 
Minds, Don’t You Forget About Me were played, 
along with Echo and the Bunnymen’s, The Killing 
Moon. The French have some strange tastes in 
music, but will then play some great music in and 
amongst. I refer back to the fifty per cent rule.

Larmor-Plage:
Guidel, Morbihan, Brittany. France
2012
Digital File
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Beach just East of Trévignon:
Finistère, Brittany. France
2012
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Wednesday 11thJuly 2012
The weather was fine and sunny, but I decided to look along a more northern location, walking around the 
coast from Port Manech at the end of the D77, aiming for Kercanic using the coastal pathways. From the 
outset this was clearly not the correct geographical formation, but pretty all the same. The coast was far too 
rugged and steep.

In the evening we drove to a beach just east of Trévignon on the D1. This was the biggest downpour I have 
seen for a long time. I did attempt to take some photographs and film, but the driving rain forced filming to 
stop. The reality was that this was not the beach.

The radio that night was paying Surfin’ Safari, by the Beach Boys and A Hard Day’s Night by The Beatles.

Beach just East of Trévignon:
Finistère, Brittany. France
2012
Digital File
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My preconception was that I would walk up an incline and then hit the paths with the wooden and wire 
fences through the dunes; my memory dictates that the beach road was wider, but again I deduce that this is 
due to the fact that I was a small child.

The music played on French Radio was Lily Allen, a cover version of California Dreaming by Johnny Rivers; 
Dire Straits, Sultans of Swing, Cure’s; Boys Don’t Cry, Bob Dylan’s; Mr Tambourine Man and the disco 
classic Le Freak by Chic.

Beach at Penthièvre, Saint-Pierre-Quiberon:
Quiberon, Brittany. France
2012
Digital File

Thursday 12th July 2012
The weather seemed to have brightened up and it was 
mainly sunshine, ideal for photographing. The aim for today 
was to search further afield down the E60 / N165 aiming for 
Étel then Erdeven and finally Quiberon. I had been warned 
that Quiberon is the Blackpool of Brittany, so not my idea of 
an ideal Utopia.

The journey was quite a way down the coast from my 
parents’ house in Scaër and took around two hours turning 
west on the D781after Hennebont towards Plouhinec on 
the D170, then the D781 through Erdeven, stopping to 
explore the megaliths and to buy some bread for lunch at 
a boulangerie, then following the D768 towards Quiberon 
along the peninsular.

It was at this point that the Eureka Moment happened. In 
the distance I could see the road that I was looking for; a 
strange feeling ensued. The approach was a twisting road 
that dipped down to run alongside the Estuary, then up and 
over a railway crossing. Once the road levelled out I could 
see a few tracks that led away to the right. The first had 
trees lining the track; it therefore could not be the correct 
road. The second was perfect; I had a clear view of the 
road up towards the horizon and the wide sandy road. The 
moving image that was recorded documents this very well.

Once out of the car the first impression was that it was 
extremely windy, but warm. I really didn’t remember the 
wind when I was there as a child, I am sure I would have 
remembered this. The reason for mentioning the wind is that 
once over the sand dunes there were people flying kites 
and kite surfing – I therefore assume that this is a popular 
surfers’ beach, at the other side of the peninsular the 
weather is much calmer and the sea is as still as a millpond.

The sun was bright and strong, combined with the ambient 
sounds and the smell of warm sand and the salty smell 
of the sea allowed me to reflect upon my visit as a child. 
Walking through the car park to the beach, the 
weather-battered and sun-bleached, thin stick and 
wire fences are still in place winding through the dunes 
protecting the purple heather beyond.

There was a great deal of accomplishment felt in finding this beach, but there was an urgent need to make 
sure that this really was the correct location. Walking up and down the incline to the dunes and beach was 
the ultimate proof that this was the same place I remembered. The difference was that the car park now had 
a tarmac surface through the middle of the drive and I did not remember the top car park being in existence 
at all – whether this was here originally, or whether it was not as clear a divide, or it was not an important 
feature to me as a child could be argued, but I would suspect that not much has really changed.
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Friday 13th July 2012
If superstition is to be believed then Friday 
the 13th was perhaps not the best day to be 
shooting. I am after all using film alongside digital 
and video, I will not know the outcome of the film 
until I am back in the UK. I do hope it works after 
all the complaints I have had from my family, 
regarding the transportation of a 5x4 camera and 
paraphernalia in a small car with four people and 
their belongings.

The plan of the day was to go back to the beach 
road on the peninsula at Saint-Pierre-Quiberon 
just off the D768.

Revisiting the site has confirmed that this is 
the correct location. I spent a couple of hours 
photographing and filming, the aim was to 
produce enough footage of fixed-frame, moving 
image to put together as a short road trip film.

I decided that the conditions on a beach were 
not practical for changing the 5x4 film, due to 
the sand and salt present in the air so I decided 
instead to stick with just the eight sheets. Though 
this limited the amount of images I wanted to take 
I decided not to bracket the exposure, using a 
digital SLR set at 100ISO to meter with.

Again the results will not be known until I get 
back to the UK and process the films. I cannot 
remember ever being so anxious about film. To 
make sure that I have enough material I have 
shot on many different formats so that I can distil 
the work down later. The music listed will, I hope 
be part of the moving image – although I was 
disappointed not to hear Plastic Bertrand’s; Ca 
Plane Pour Moi, perhaps this could play over the 
credits?

Beach at Penthièvre, Saint-Pierre-Quiberon:
Quiberon, Brittany. France
2012
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The aim of this research was to investigate personal memory in relation to the family album. When I set 
out to explore the notion of these family snaps I was not in search of answers to the makeup of my psyche 
or in search of patterns of behaviour. I have a selection of photographs that prove that I was there, but 
without any other information, the locations, events and other subjects in the photographs are forgotten. The 
investigation aimed to trace echoes of past events or to peek into a window in the past. I have problems 
remembering what I did yesterday and in the past have looked into keeping a diary and although it does 
help to trigger memory, a diary does not record intricate details that we believed happened. Without going 
too deeply in to the subject of the space-time continuum, the question remains does it really matter what 
happened? On an episode of Radio 4’s Desert Island Disc’s, first aired on 11th March 2012, the actor and 
comedian Jackie Mason stated that when deciding to hide his entertaining career from his father he felt that: 
“compassion is more important than the truth.”97 In reality how important is the truth?
 
The research has taken several strands, with the main impetus concentrating on the first seven years of 
my life. This included people, places and events some in my memory, others I can view in photographs that 
contain signifiers in locations and recreations. All are important in searching to discover how early memories 
are recalled and constructed and how indexical to the original events human memory is (this research 
concentrated on the notion infantile amnesia). In reality this can never be proven to be fact or denounced as 
fiction, as memory is held within the mind. Barthes claims that a photograph proves that an event happened, 
but discrepancy occurs in how accurate memory is, is the recollection linked to the event or is it attached 
to the photograph as a physical object, or the collective knowledge gathered since the event? Through 
investigation it soon became clear, via interviews and personal recollections that photographs do help to 
recall a memory, although the validity of this memory is in question as participants recollections were in 
conflict. Bathes states, photographs can hinder memory recollection as “not only is the Photograph never, 
in essence, a memory...but it actually blocks memory, quickly becomes a counter-memory.”98 One particular 
instance during the investigation that was paramount occurred in the interview relating to Emma’s Birthday 
Party. It was clear that neither of the subjects in the photograph had any recollection of the event, but the 
photograph had become the memory. The signifiers within the image suggest that the subjects are going 
to a party as the Birthday gift is clearly visible, the subjects are smartly dressed and appear to be in happy 
mood, but without the information on the back of the print, the exact date and what the event was would 
have been lost; however this could have been assessed through the details of dress and age of the subjects.
 

Aims of the Research
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The Material Photograph
As Roland Barthes states: “Show your photographs to someone – he will immediately show you his: “Look 
this is my brother; this is me as a child,” etc.; the photograph is never anything but an antiphon of “Look,” 
“See,” “Here it is.””104 This quote encompasses much of the groundwork of initial investigations, and helped 
to formulate the research questions: to discover accuracy and reliability of the human memory in relation to 
recollections from early years, and the part that photographic signifiers help to prompt memory. In looking 
at the collection of photographs I had available to begin the investigation, it was clear that several types 
of image were evident. The first type of photograph I looked at has proof of the subjects’ existence at that 
time, and in using contemporary technologies could now be beamed around the world via e-mail, SMS or 
posted on the Internet. The first photograph taken of me, or the one that still exists was a Polaroid, taken 
shortly after leaving hospital, which was most probably shown only to a handful of family and friends, then 
destined to be added to the box of photographs, not seeing the light of day until this work was initiated. The 
quality of the photographic material used in the investigation is crude compared with present day digital 
processes available and until recently it was not easy to replicate it. The actuality is that over time the image 
(first photograph, Polaroid) had become discoloured with a red hue, but in scanning the image and applying 
simple levels the image was refreshed. This may have rectified the signs of aging of the photograph, as 
explored in the series of permanence images and through Instagram processes. On reflection it appears that 
it is the failure of the processes that give validity to the images; they are old and worn and therefore should 
hold the impression of time. It is these technical failures that become the optic of a period for the viewer.
 
The second type of photograph I observed was achievement, rather than proof that we exist (on a base 
level) this shows our accomplishments throughout our existence. The photographs that I have within the 
collection it could be argued are a boast, a point at which we feel a compulsion to take a photograph. Often 
as portraits manufactured and taken with a regimented style, shot in an unnatural pose; face on showing 
the subject displayed as proud and in the forefront of the image. In reality we do not wander through life 
standing to attention, it is in this kind of photograph(s) that we show off, displaying ourselves proudly; but 
in reality conforming to social convention. It is the presentation of ourselves to the camera, proof that we 
have visited a place or are showing achievement. Photographs are then exhibited around our homes and 
workplaces, often in abundance for all to see.
 
On reflection, as stated previously, the research was approached in a happy mood and considered my 
childhood, which I remember as a safe and happy time, although not many photographs exist to aide the 
research. In childhood I remember disliking having my photograph taken and continue to do so in adulthood, 
but in reaction to this research I have forced myself to stand in front of the camera. One of the reasons that 
I became a photographer is that I prefer to take photographs, to be behind the camera rather than in front of 
it. Looking back through the archive of photographs that my parents have I seldom appear, the reason is that 
even at an early age I liked to take the photograph and therefore was rarely captured in the frame.
 

Ungraspable memories
Within this research it has become apparent that the memories of past events or undocumented history 
is unfathomable. It can be argued that nostalgia plays a large part in our recollection, and desire to 
memorialise the past. Mikhail Bakhtin described nostalgia as a ““historical inversion”: the ideal that is not 
being lived now is projected into the past.”99 In considering my early childhood I remember longing for the 
summers, especially after I started school enjoying seeming endless six-week summer break. During the 
holidays most of my time was spent playing outdoors climbing trees or riding my bike and I am sure that 
these are still the pastimes of most young boys. The days were long and sunny, there was the odd shower 
of rain but on the whole the grass was green and the sky blue, one of the main points I noticed when I was 
editing the photographs to be included within this thesis is how green the vistas are. Summer holidays 
spent abroad were blisteringly hot every day spent on the beach and swimming in the sea and more often 
than not ate alfresco. These are my memories and, as I have discovered throughout this journey, they are 
affected by a rose tinted view. It could be argued that we associate a British summer with glorious sunshine 
but according the BBC Website statistics negate these claims, “so far this year March was one of the 
warmest and sunniest on record; April the wettest on record; now the first half of June is the wettest for 150 
years.”100 The following is an actual account of the weather pattern for June from 1976 through to 1981. The 
rainfall was 37.5mm with a maximum temperature of 20.4˚C in 1976, in 1977 the rainfall was 75.2mm with a 
maximum temperature of 15.5˚C, 1978 had 60.5mm of rainfall with a maximum temperature of 16.6˚C, 1979 
had 49.4mm of rain and maximum temperature of 17.3˚C, 1980 had 121.3mm of rainfall with a maximum 
temperature of16.6˚C, 1981 had 64.7mm of rainfall with a maximum temperature of 16.1˚C.101 In comparison 
to this the weather of last June (2011) was 104.1mm with a maximum temperature of 17.8˚C and this year 
we have seen rainfall of 50.2mm in West Yorkshire in one twenty-four hour period with no let up in the bad 
weather and severe flood warnings in place throughout the summer.
 
The data does affirm that the weather was similar to recent years, including close variables. The weather 
of 1976 was an anomaly but due to infantile amnesia, the brain not being fully developed at this stage, I 
was too young to recall this information. The data does not allow for global warming, nor does it dismiss it 
outright. It is simply an observation in relation to memory. 1976 was one of the driest summers on record 
with “the longest period without rain for 80 years, and it is feared some reservoirs - already depleted by 
last year’s dry weather - will be only 15% full by early November.”102 11,500 Standpipes were installed in 
Yorkshire alone. In popular culture it is often suggested that happy times are warm, indeed television and 
films use summer weather as a signifier to a happy time. In contrast in film noir the weather is dark, cold and 
projects a quintessentially, miserable atmosphere. Observations drawn from family snaps show that they 
enable the viewer to reflect on their past and their memories; this can be as simple as comparing the colours 
depicted or the styles of clothes then in fashion compared to the time the photograph is viewed. The bias of 
the family snap is that it is generally a happy time and this informs our construction of the past.
 
The contentious nature of photography denotes that the accuracy of memory in relation to the signifiers 
within the frame are negated, as the narrative is lost, but indisputable evidence survives that an event took 
place or that the shutter was released. Barthes states that the “real thing which has been placed before 
the lens, without which there would be no photograph… I can never deny that the thing has been there.”103  
When approaching this aspect of the research through interviews and testimonials, it was apparent that the 
participants search to unlock memory was unachievable as they could not fully recall the date, the event, the 
subjects present, the location or even the state of the weather in photographs. Without sound, documented 
evidence of the details, the event cannot be proved or disproved to have taken place.
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In expanding the notion of filtering memory, we can refer to “Marcel Proust’s notions of voluntary and 
involuntary memory, the difference Proust found was authenticity in ‘the natural’ or involuntary memory 
rather than in the more organised recall of the automatic or voluntary memory.”113 “Nevertheless, to 
distinguish between history and memory in this way places them in a binary relationship in which memory 
can be seen as a less legitimate means of establishing the past, or, conversely, history can be seen as 
the ‘destroyer of a more authentic, existentially rich, living memory.’”114 This shows, for example, that when 
visiting a recognisable place we assume that certain elements will exist, an example would be a visit to a 
British seaside resort. We are bombarded with images that invoke senses that are synonymous with the 
seaside, such as the sea, sand, ice-cream parlours and vendors, amusement arcades, postcards and 
the promenade: “...each single image contains triggers to the ‘density and flavour of life’, which through 
accumulation, emulates memory’s ‘endless flow of connections’.”115 As Peter Dench stated when referring to 
his work Uncensored England, “…saturated colours startle the retina, striped deckchairs and sailing boats, 
Punch and Judy, the arcade this was my introduction to England.”116 These iconic, ambiguous and familiar 
signifiers appear at most seaside resorts, in different guises; therefore we assume that we are familiar with 
that location even if we have not previously visited the location. Another important factor to be taken into 
consideration is that the use of photographs and other visual media give an experience of the location an 
automatic memory. The natural (as Proust states) is related to the detail of a certain ice-cream seller or the 
rock formations on a particular beach, but this information can have been taken from a secondary source 
such as a photograph or moving image. 
 
Francis Yates discusses the notion of automatic memory suggesting: “The development of the ‘artificial 
memory’ was highly dependent on techniques of visualisation, such as the location of a piece of knowledge 
in an imagined, clearly defined locus (often building) or the attachment of data or ideas to striking (and 
therefore more memorable) images.”117

 
In relation to individual memory, François-Xavier Lavenne, Virginie Renard and François Tollet state that: 
“a subjective experience and memories belong to the individual, helping to build identity by differentiating 
this individual from others.”118 Whereas the collective memory, in the case of this research, is the memory 
of all who attended the event. This has been evident in a series of postcards sent from locations visited, 
the device is used to document and state any memory, either as a long standing memory, or as a refreshed 
memory. The collective memory is the place visited, but the individual memory is of the activities undertaken 
there. During the interviews made, memory has been in conflict regarding details of the event undertaken. 
Overall it became clear, in the research, that the family snap is nostalgic, can be humorous, warming and 
reminds us of people, places, events and maybe happy times. The family photograph is not necessarily 
indexical to the original event, but if it helps us to remember others, events or places, is that point so 
important. The overarching fact is that they remain a fundamental part of our lives, and until the “death of the 
subject …death of the self”119 is it not possible to survey the autobiography as complete.
 
The core of this research was to address the question, is there a connection between the family photograph 
and memory of the time the photograph was taken? In addressing this there is no absolute finite answer. 
Photographs dictate what was once present and have a level of understanding removed. Sontag states 
that the “camera’s rendering of reality must always hide more than it discloses… only what which narrates 
can make us understand,”120 we know how we once looked, but not how we sounded, acted or how we 
conversed; the stillness of the photograph removes this level of detail, “no matter how ‘unflattering’ or, 
we might surmise, ‘banal’ or ‘trite’.”121 It is these artefacts that record our lives, regardless of technical 
imperfections be this out of focus, out of kilter, have red-eye or a head cut off; or how embarrassing they 
may be it is in totality a record of our existence. Jonathan Good stated (2011) in an Internet Blog that, “every 
two minutes today we snap as many photos as the whole of humanity took in the 1800s,”122 claiming that 
of all the images captured since the discovery of photography in the nineteenth century, ten per cent of 
them were shot in the last two years. Photographs are important to our individual existence, as they are our 
identity. As Sontag stated, today everything exists to end in a photograph.

Precursors and Influences
I considered and rejected many photographers’ work in deciding which references to include as key 
influences. The initial starting point was to look at photographs that I admire and want to embrace. Nan 
Goldin and Richard Billingham both produce work that I admire and take a huge amount of influence from, 
but not necessarily in a straightforward manner. The work of these two photographers incorporates the 
family; they are shocking and candid, in essence the anti-family snap. I reference Goldin’s images as she 
approaches her subjects with sensitivity and because of technical imperfections some images have redeye, 
are out of focus or show camera shake. Billingham’s initial work focuses on his dysfunctional family, but the 
area of Billingham’s work that I have referenced is a set of photographs he shot of his hometown, where he 
captured places he was familiar with as a child. The work that I could directly link to is that of George Shaw’s 
(enamel) Humbrol paintings, depicting suburban settings. Shaw’s paintings evoke memories of an English 
working class landscape, (of) the area where he grew up. These paintings of housing estates, mundane, 
utilitarian buildings and urban landscapes offer more in relation to the place I lived in my childhood than that 
of classic English painters such as Constable or Gainsborough; it could be suggested that Shaw rejects the 
conventions of landscape paintings, but these are the landscapes that I can remember living within. Shaw’s 
paintings are a representation of what was once there, his exhibition I woz ere (2011) at the Herbert Gallery, 
Coventry is testament to this. The ethnographic paintings of a bleak 1980s Coventry conjure emotions of the 
economic and political climate of the Thatcher reign. The paintings are orchestrated to arouse memory, there 
are many different layers of connectivity from the ethereal paintings of parks and houses, to the images of 
abandoned garages adorned with graffiti, these were the places that I remember being scared to venture 
into but the curiosity was often far too intriguing to ignore.
 Photography and the Temporal
Psychologists suggest that we edit our memories, especially at an early age; this was key within the work 
undertaken, in most interviews where memory could not be recalled the event or details were embellished 
or made up. As discussed the issue with photographs is that the photograph is final, the time the shutter 
was pressed has frozen the image in time, unlike in a moving image where the viewer is absorbed by the 
narrative. With a photograph the viewer is left to interpret the narrative via signifiers within the frame. It can 
be argued therefore that a photograph is in the past as Jonathan Friday suggests, they show “evidence left 
behind by events that were once in the present,” where as a moving image is in the “past and future and 
present in the now,”105 as the narrative flows. As Joy Gregory states, “These photographs are a window to 
another time to which we can never return.”106 As time is unable to be revisited, then it is in reality, deceased. 
Susan Sontag suggests: “All photographs are memento mori. To take a photograph is to participate in 
another person’s (or thing’s) mortality, vulnerability, mutability. Precisely by slicing out this moment and 
freezing it, all photographs testify to time’s relentless melt.”107

 The Photograph and Models of Memory
The research has highlighted that the event, in a photograph, can evoke many different viewpoints from 
different people. In many cases the information regarding the activity or the location is often complex: 
“history, memory, and language intersect so precisely as to be almost indistinguishable.”108 But further to this 
the event and recollection becomes indistinguishable, as memory is either fragmented or lost or disputed. 
The storage of memory is filtered; with a negotiation between memory and reality as Andreas Huyssen 
discusses indexicality as: “the old dichotomy between history and fiction no longer exist,”109 whereas Henri 
Bergson defined memory as: “the intersection of mind and matter,”110 resulting in the blurring of fact and 
fiction into an unaccountable history. 
 
“It is in the space of the photograph that we can still enjoy longed-for familial happiness.”111 Joan Gibbons 
discussed the recollection of a family event as: “Cognitive memory... The way that memory is valued, then, 
has shifted enormously from the idea of it being a storehouse of data which, given the right technique, is 
recoverable in an ordered manner to the notion that it is key to our emotional understanding of ourselves 
and the world.”112
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