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PRELUDE
I applied to the Royal College of Art as a self-taught portrait photographer, hungry to learn
more about my medium and eager to experiment and take risks with my work.
I went from working with an elaborate digital camera to playing with a pinhole; a 100% manual
device which is, essentially, a box with a hole in it. I discovered the joy of working slowly and by
hand, embracing analogue techniques and finally understanding how a camera really worked.
This piece of writing is inspired by my experience at the Royal College of Art so far; falling in
love with photography and engaging with the materiality of the work, indulging in the process
of making a picture.
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(Fig. 02) Goshen, Indiana. Hiroshi Sugimoto, 1980
(image courtesy of the artist and Damiani/Matsumoto Press)
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INTRODUCTION
When photography first came about, in the early 1800s, it was a very slow process. The first
photographs needed hours of exposure time and it wasn’t until 1859 that the mechanism started
to become ‘instantaneous’.1 Even then, photography was only for professionals who understood
their craft and it wasn’t until 1900, when George Eastman2 introduced a low-priced point-andshoot camera called the Brownie, that photography became easy and affordable enough for
everybody.
From the outset, the aim in photography has been to speed things up. The first cameras appeared
at the time of the Industrial Revolution3, when the shift from hand tools to powered machinery
was taking place and our focus was on efficiency, productivity and profit. Photography was a
slow process by nature, but long exposure times were seen as a negative that had to be
overcome.
We pressed on, determined to make photography quick and practical, through the Industrial
Revolution and into our Digital Age4. Trading silver halides for pixels, we manufactured ever
faster, foolproof cameras: The T-CUP, able to capture ten trillion frames per second, was
announced in 20185; the Kidizoom DUO, a camera so simple to operate the recommended age is
three, is on Version 5.0. The mobile phones we use every day come with their own integrated
cameras and taking a picture today has never been so quick and easy.
Photography as a slow process seems like a distant memory but, as with much technological
advancement, there are drawbacks to the ease with which pictures are being made today and
the sheer number of visuals we are exposed to. In response to this, and our society’s everincreasing pace of life, a global Slow Movement is taking shape where a new form of deliberately
Slow Photography, involving craft and a mindful approach to the medium, is finding its place.
This dissertation is a study on Slow Photography, what it means to be a Slow Photographer, and
what the philosophy behind the concept is. I will be illustrating the idea through the work of
contemporary artists and photographers: Garry Fabian Miller, Chris McCaw, Tokihiro Sato and
Richard Learoyd. I will also be thinking about the bigger picture of deceleration as a way of life in
the Western world, with reference to Slow Food, Slow Travel and Slow Cities.

1

Beaumont Newhall, ‘The History of Photography, from 1839 to the present’ (USA, The Museum of Modern Art. Fifth edition, sixth printing,
1997), pg. 117
2 Wikipedia - George Eastman (July 12, 1854 – March 14, 1932) was an American entrepreneur who founded the Eastman Kodak Company and
popularized the use of roll film, helping to bring photography to the mainstream. https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/George_Eastman [accessed 8 June
2019]
3 Wikipedia - The Industrial Revolution was the transition to new manufacturing processes in Europe and the United States, in the period from
about 1760 to sometime between 1820 and 1840. https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Industrial_Revolution [accessed 28 May 2019]
4 Wikipedia - The Digital Age is a historic period in the 21st century characterized by the rapid shift from traditional industry that the Industrial
Revolution brought through industrialization, to an economy based on information technology. https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Information_Age
[accessed 28 May 2019]
5 Evolving Science: T-CUP: The 10 Trillion-Frames-Per-Second Camera That Can Capture Light in Slow Motion
https://www.evolving-science.com/information-communication/t-cup-slow-motion-camera-00814 [accessed 7 June 2019]
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PART I
SLOW PHOTOGRAPHY
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(Fig. 03) View of the Boulevard du Temple, Paris. Louis Daguerre, 1838
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CHAPTER 1
Slow Photography Lost; A Little History
The term Slow Photography6 is today understood as a concept and movement, describing a
tendency in the medium to reclaim manual techniques and work slowly. It has developed in part
as a response to the deluge of digital photos we are exposed to in our daily lives. In this chapter,
about the history of photography and shutter speeds 7, I refer to slow photography in the literal
sense; photography was a slow and time-consuming process in the 19th century.
The French inventor, Nicéphore Niépce 8, was the first to fix an image made with a camera around
1827, but the time of exposure was as long as eight hours.9 Figure 3 shows the view of the
Boulevard du Temple in Paris, photographed by Louis Daguerre10, in 1838. It is the first known
photograph to depict a human figure. Ten years after Niépce’s fixed image, the exposure time of
Daguerre’s photograph is estimated at around seven minutes 11. Still too slow to freeze action,
the hustle and bustle of the street is erased. Anything in movement, when photographed at a
slow shutter speed, magically disappears.
Samuel F. B. Morse, the American painter and inventor, fascinated by the peculiar photograph of
the Boulevard du Temple and Daguerre’s revelations, excitedly explains the phenomenon of long
exposure photography to his brother in 1839:
The Boulevard, so constantly filled with a moving throng of pedestrians and
carriages was perfectly solitary, except for an individual who was having his
boots brushed. His feet were compelled, of course, to be stationary for some
time, one being on the box of the boot black, and the other on the ground.
Consequently, his boots and legs were well defined, but he is without body or
head, because these were in motion. 12
Photography’s technological inability to capture movement, and the eerie effect of having
everything in motion vanish from a scene when photographed, was met with criticism. Beaumont
Newhall notes in ‘The History of Photography’:

6

Wikipedia – Slow Photography. https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Slow_photography [accessed 2 May 2019]
In photography, shutter speed or exposure time is the length of time when the film or digital sensor inside the camera is exposed to light, also
when a camera’s shutter is open when taking a photograph. The amount of light that reaches the film or image sensor is proportional to the
exposure time. Wikipedia - https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Shutter_speed
8 Joseph Nicéphore Niépce […] was a French inventor, usually credited as the inventor of photography and a pioneer in that field.
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Nic%C3%A9phore_Ni%C3%A9pce [accessed 11 March 2019]
9 Beaumont Newhall, ‘The History of Photography, from 1839 to the present’ (USA, The Museum of Modern Art. Fifth edition, sixth printing,
1997), pg. 15
10 Louis Daguerre was a French artist and photographer, recognized for his invention of the daguerreotype process of photography. He became
known as one of the fathers of photography. Wikipedia - https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Louis_Daguerre [accessed 9 June 2019]
11
Peta Pixel: 20 First Photos from the History of Photography. https://petapixel.com/2015/05/23/20-first-photos-from-the-history-ofphotography/ [accessed 5 June 2019]
12 From the New York Observer, published in the April 19, 1839 edition - Beaumont Newhall, ‘The History of Photography, from 1839 to the
present’ (USA, The Museum of Modern Art. Fifth edition, sixth printing, 1997), pg. 16
7
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In the earliest photographs action was not recorded. The almost universal
praise of Daguerre’s first work was tempered with the criticism that in depicting
motion he was far less successful than in recording architecture. Indeed, one
critic went so far as to state in 1839 that moving objects ‘can never be
delineated without the aid of memory’. 13
Needless to say, advances in photography still had a long way to go, but by 1859 George
Washington Wilson in Edinburgh and Edward Anthony in New York were making remarkable
instantaneous stereographs14, bringing the action of the streets of their respective cities to a
perfect standstill.

(Fig. 04) Broadway on a Rainy Day. Edward Anthony, 1859

The ability to freeze human motion and capture movement took photography to another level,
opening it up to new domains. From the medical to the forensic, the scientific to the social,
instantaneous photographs proved invaluable in a wide variety of ways. To this day, photography
has radically enhanced the way we see the world, making visible what had once been too fast,
too small, too distant, or otherwise too difficult to see.
Slow photography gave way to instantaneous photography, which in term would yield to fast
photography; the digital snapshot (an informal photograph taken quickly, typically with a small
handheld camera or mobile device15). Only a handful of curious, experimental and fine art
photographers would hold on to slow photographic practices but a renewed interest in the
origins of the medium is on the rise, as we will see in the next chapter.

13

From the Foreign Quarterly Review, 1839, pg. 213 - Beaumont Newhall, ‘The History of Photography, from 1839 to the present’ (USA, The
Museum of Modern Art. Fifth edition, sixth printing, 1997), pg. 117
14 A stereograph is composed of two pictures mounted next to each other, viewed with a set of lenses known as a stereoscope. Taken around
7cm apart, roughly corresponding to the spacing of the eyes, the left picture represents what the left eye would see, and likewise for the right, so
when observing the pictures through a stereoscopic viewer, the pair of photographs converge into a single three-dimensional image.
V&A Blog - Stereographs. https://www.vam.ac.uk/blog/caring-for-our-collections/stereographs [accessed 9 June 2019]
15 Dictionary – Snapshot. https://www.dictionary.com/browse/snapshot [accessed 11 June 2019]
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CHAPTER 2
Slow Photography Today; A Visual Reawakening
Since the turn of the century a concept known as Slow Photography has developed in reaction to
fast photography and the accelerated growth of digital media. A nostalgia for more traditional
forms of photography is soaring today. Slow Photography is about reclaiming analogue
techniques and taking a mindful approach to the medium, inviting skill, time and presence back
into the process.
Despite this widely understood definition, Slow Photography is of course open to interpretation
and has come to take on different meanings. In his essay, ‘Safety in Numbness: Some remarks on
problems of ‘Late Photography’’, David Campany16 thinks about the role of the photographer in
photojournalism today. He argues the photographer has been replaced by the video cameraman
and citizen journalist in war photography, and that this has shifted the character of the
photograph. Campany uses the terms ‘late’, ‘slow’ and ‘cool’ to describe aftermath photography
which he considers to be the new role of the medium.17
I think about Slow Photography as a revised and unhurried approach to the medium, involving
awareness and presence in the process, and will use the term in this sense throughout. Campany
is right in noting that the function of the photograph is shifting but photography has always been
a fluid medium that is constantly reinventing itself. Through Slow Photography, it is reinventing
itself by going back to its roots.
This is not to say digital photography will be superseded by ancient techniques. Making prints
from negatives in a darkroom is expensive and takes time, but Slow Photography is providing a
way to review antiquated skills, which might otherwise have been forgotten, and practice them
in creative new ways. As our world becomes ever more digitalised, there is a need to work
manually. As our world becomes ever more fast-paced, there is a need to work slowly.
All the Slow Photographers I have chosen to present in this dissertation are also passionate
experimental photographers. They are successful artists, but their process is playful and only
through working wholeheartedly have they come to where they are.
Experimental photography is a slow process in itself; trial and error is demanding and time
consuming and requires patience and dedication. But unique approaches give for unique results
and in a world where it is getting more and more difficult to stand out as a photographer, rarity
is good. This may explain the success of Marco Antonini’s handbook on unorthodox skills,
‘Experimental Photography; A Handbook of Techniques’, published in 2015. It was even
16

Wikipedia - David Campany (born 8 October 1967) is a British writer, curator, artist and teacher, working mainly with photography.
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/David_Campany [accessed 1 June 2019]
17 David Campany, Safety in Numbness: Some remarks on problems of ‘Late Photography’ from Where is the Photograph? Edited by David Green
(first published in 2003 by Photoforum and Photoworks, UK), p. 123
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published again in 2016. Antonini reiterates the challenge of being noticed as a photographer
today in the opening paragraph of his book:
Modern photography has a central paradox. Never before has it been so easy
to take a picture, yet the more photography becomes widespread and readily
available, the less we understand how the process works. Today we can take
pictures with our mobile phones, tablet computers, hand- held cameras and
SLRs. The easier it becomes to take a picture, the more complex is the
technology behind it and the more difficult it is to distinguish the individual
photographer’s touch. Today everyone is a photographer.18
But when everyone is a photographer, no one is a photographer. Here is where the pertinence
of Slow Photography and creating images in unconventional new ways comes in; the Slow
Photograph offers us a new way of seeing, a visual reawakening.
Jay Walker-Smith, president of the Marketing Firm Yankelovich, states, ‘we've gone from being
exposed to about 500 ads a day back in the 1970s to as many as 5000 a day today.’19 That is 5000
images, only in the advertising world. Antonini makes an interesting point on our visual culture
going as far as to say most of the images we see today look exactly the same:
In a world ever more dominated by images, this paradox of photography has
brought us to a homogenization of visual culture. A small number of camera
manufacturers produce all the equipment that we use to photograph our
reality. Even in the case of analogue photography, a handful of processes have
become the industry standard. Although there is infinite variety in the subjects
of our photographs, out of the estimated billions (trillions?) of photos snapped
each month, all are taken with roughly the same equipment. 20
Early photographic devices like the pinhole camera are cheap and can give for images we are not
used to seeing and which are quite compelling as a result. They will not produce the sharp, perky
results of the digital camera, but it is precisely for this reason that they may get noticed.
Martin Barnes, Senior Curator of Photographs at the Victoria and Albert museum, officially notes
a renewed interest in early photographic techniques in his book about camera-less photography,
‘Shadow Catchers’:
There is a nostalgia for the alchemical appeal of vanishing, alternative
chemistry-based processes; at the same time, these processes are being
liberated yet further from their mimetic and descriptive functions to be reborn
in radically modern ways. They offer an exciting, back-to-basics language that
18

Marco Antonini, Experimental Photography; A Handbook of Techniques (United Kingdom: Thames & Hudson Ltd, 2015), p.10
Cutting Through Advertising Clutter, Caitlin Johnson for CBS News
https://www.cbsnews.com/news/cutting-through-advertising-clutter/ [accessed 24 March 2019]
20 Marco Antonini, Experimental Photography; A Handbook of Techniques (United Kingdom: Thames & Hudson Ltd, 2015), p.10
19
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seems refreshing and surprising, yet they are also able to draw on a
distinguished heritage stretching back to the first photographs. 21
I would like to introduce my first Slow Photographer in this chapter, one such camera-less
photographer whose images I consider to be a refreshing visual treat; Garry Fabian Miller. Born
in 1957 Miller has been making camera-less photographs since the 1980s. Working exclusively in
the darkroom, with his hands in the chemicals, Miller shines light through coloured glass vessels
and cut out pieces of paper directly onto light-sensitive paper to create his pictures. No camera.
His rudimentary methods couldn’t be simpler yet the images he produces have a magical quality
about them and look like something from another world.

(Fig. 05) Light, Water, Unique Dye Destruction Print. Garry Fabian Miller, 1994

Time and patience, as well as a constant dialogue with the physical materials of his pictures, play
an important role in Garry Fabian Miller’s process; both when he is in the darkroom and when he
is in the studio, contemplating his pieces. Martin Barnes also presents Miller in his book, ‘Shadow
Catchers’, underlining his intuitive and unhurried way of working:
After working in the darkroom, he displays the results in the large, whitepainted studio, which is flooded with natural light. It is here that he edits his
works, leaving them to hang for several days while assessing the impact of their
shape, density, luminosity, and presence. It is this investment of time spent in
looking, and the level of visceral engagement with the works, that lends them
a sense of considered ‘rightness’.22

21
22

Martin Barnes, Shadow Catchers, Camera-less Photography (Printed and bound in Singapore: Merrell Publishers, 2010), p.16
Martin Barnes, Shadow Catchers, Camera-less Photography (Printed and bound in Singapore: Merrell Publishers, 2010), p.118
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The principle of Slow Photography is establishing itself in different ways around the notion of
valuing quality over quantity and time over productivity. The idea of being playful and
experimenting to find one’s own visual language may sound like an over-indulgence and a bit of
a waste of time, but if we are to break this ‘homogenisation of visual culture’ it is time to push
beyond the boundaries of fast photography and explore the possibilities of Slow.
[…] in its original and purest form, photography requires only a straightforward
combination of a few basic ingredients: light, an aperture of some kind, and a
medium to record the resulting image. Within this simple recipe, the
possibilities for experimentation and variation are nearly endless.23
Slow Photography is also about understanding how a camera works and caring about the process.
The photographers referenced in this dissertation are masters of their craft, bending that ‘simple
recipe’ in every possible and imaginable way.
Taking photography slowly allows us to make more meaningful work. Engaging with manual
techniques and daring to do things differently requires our full attention and presence in the
process which, as we will see in the following chapters, is then felt in the work. Slow Photography
is not going to be the right approach for every occasion and it is up to the individual photographer
to decide how much they take away, but I am confident anyone with a camera today can benefit
from the secrets of the Slow Photographer.

23

Marco Antonini, Experimental Photography; A Handbook of Techniques (United Kingdom: Thames & Hudson Ltd, 2015), p.10
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CHAPTER 3
Making a Mark, Leaving a Trace
In the first two chapters of this dissertation I have outlined the origins of Slow Photography and
what it means to be a Slow Photographer today; the return of early photographic techniques and
qualities of being experimental. In this chapter I would like to talk about ‘presence’24 in the work
of the Slow Photographer and illustrate the evocative power of the handmade.

An immediate personal connection is made. A powerful one too. The first words that spring to
mind when I see the handwriting above, before thinking about more critical research, are;
Exposure, humanity, intimacy, authenticity, honesty, transparency, presence, connection, care,
truth, forgiveness, character, identity, trace, empathy… I could go on. I wonder how it feels for
you. Either way, there is no denying the handmade, the impression of someone’s direct touch,
provokes an emotional response. The human touch has a transcending quality about it.
Slow Photography is about transcendence. The ‘direct touch’ of the artist in a photograph can
give an image a special sense of presence, an aura. Geoffrey Batchen speaks of the power of the
handwritten in his captivating book about maximizing the emotional charge of a photograph,
‘Forget Me Not’:
The addition of text to photographs was a common strategy used by those who
wished to enhance the memorial power of the image. The inscription of
signatures, for example, was a potent way to make a photograph more than a
record of appearance; for a signature is the unique trace of a person’s hand, a
proof of identity, an unequivocal statement that ‘I was there, and here is my
mark’.25
24

‘Presence is defined as the physical act of being somewhere or an influence or spirit of someone who is in a place but not seen. […] An
example of presence is what is felt when there is a ghost in the house.’
Your Dictionary – Presence. https://www.yourdictionary.com/presence [accessed 10 June 2019]
25 Geoffrey Batchen. Forget Me Not (Published by Princeton Architectural Press, New York. 2004), p. 41
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The human touch is lacking in the digital photograph and wealth of images we see today; it has
been three times removed. A digital image is captured by a camera, recorded on a memory card,
and plugged into a computer, without a trace of the human hand. The process is cold and robotic
and the resulting images, for the most part, feel cold and robotic too. The digital photograph
looks better every day, the images people are making and refining in post-production are perfect,
faultless, but that’s not the problem. The problem is we don’t believe them anymore, they don’t
feel real. We are human and imperfect and, to a certain extent, this should be reflected in the art
we make.
Coming back to the subject of authenticity in photography and the digital image feeling soulless,
the celebrated American journalist and writer, Ernest Hemingway, describes how, in writing as in
photography, something of the raw and imperfect must be shared in order to communicate
effectively:
I’m trying in all my stories to get the feeling of the actual life across—not to just
depict life—or criticize it—but to actually make it alive. So that when you have
read something by me you actually experience the thing. You can’t do this
without putting in the bad and the ugly as well as what is beautiful. Because if
it is all beautiful you can’t believe in it. Things aren’t that way.26
With regard to the ‘direct touch’ again, Geoffrey Batchen makes an interesting point describing
the poignancy of handmade mementos including photographic portraits:
Handwriting, as noted above, also personalizes photography. Even when
prosaic in content, handwritten inscriptions suggest the voice of the writer,
adding sound to the senses of touch and sight already engaged.27

(Fig. 06) Portrait of Catherine Christ. Photographer unknown, c. 1859

26

Good Reads. Ernest Hemmingway quote https://www.goodreads.com/quotes/448622-i-m-trying-in-all-my-stories-to-get-the-feeling
[accessed 10 June 2019]
27 Geoffrey Batchen. Forget Me Not (Published by Princeton Architectural Press, New York. 2004), p. 47
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The photograph of the lady above is brought to life through her handwriting. As Batchen
suggests, we are hearing her as well as seeing her as we hold her picture in our hands. Three of
our senses are engaged, heightening the whole experience and our emotional response.
Slow photography is also making a mark and leaving a trace; seeking to engage the senses and
slowing the dialogue between image and viewer down. Geoffrey Batchen describes Indian
painted photographs to have this same objective at their core, to slow the images down so they
require time to be taken in:
The photograph is no longer just the remnant of an instant’s exposure to light.
It still represents that instant, of course, but now it conveys as well the added
time lavished on it by the hand of a painter. The image has been made more
slowly, and it takes more time to look at. You can’t take it in quickly but instead
must ‘read’ its elaborate surface. This changes the nature of the perceptual
experience.
When a photograph is made through long exposure, with the camera’s shutter left open, the
image is registered that much more slowly than with the snapshot. This changes the way we
perceive it and the presence that image carries. In the words of Czech writer Milan Kundera, ‘The
degree of slowness is directly proportional to the intensity of memory; the degree of speed is
directly proportional to the intensity of forgetting.’28
The American artist, Chris McCaw, is a master Slow Photographer. He works with long exposures,
succeeding in ‘making a mark and leaving a trace’ in his ongoing series of incandescent
photographs, Sunburned. By taking photography back to its very beginnings and shooting his
own, self-made, large format cameras, McCaw captures the path of the sun through landscapes
and seascapes. Using the lens as one might use a magnifying glass to burn a piece of paper, his
photographs show the course of the sun through actual burn marks on the face of his pictures;
each recorded image is unique.

28

Milan Kundera. Slowness (Published by HarperCollins in New York, 1995), p. 39
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(Fig. 07) Sunburned GSP#410, Yukon. Chris McCaw, 2010

McCaw’s exposures can last up to 30 hours and the results are breathtaking and otherworldly.
The sun was there, we can see it, we can feel it. The ‘direct touch’ of the star that is the source
of all life on earth is present in the photograph.

(Fig. 08) Chris McCaw and his handmade large format cameras, 2015

Japanese photographer Tokihiro Sato also works with slow shutter speeds and has his own way
of mark- making. Originally a sculptor, he turned his interest to photography when he discovered
he could use the camera’s peculiar ‘handicap’ of not capturing motion during slow shutter speeds
to his advantage. Working with an 8 x 10-inch Large Format camera placed on a tripod, he makes
exposures that last between one and three hours, entering the scene and painting with light.

22

Sato’s ‘direct touch’ can be felt through the traces he makes with a self-made flashlight in his
series, Photo Respiration. He walks meditatively around the scene before the camera, painting a
stroke with every breath, but remaining unseen. The pictures reveal a relationship between
matter and energy, stillness and movement. The physical nature of Sato’s performance is
important to him; sometimes running through the picture, sometimes swimming, breathing,
sweating. Elizabeth Siegel, Associate Curator of Photography at the Art Institute of Chicago,
notes, ‘his corporeal presence, over time and space, is central to the making and understanding
of the picture […]. The artist welcomes this labour because of the human experience that the
pictures record’29. The power of presence in the process is noted once more.
Both Chris McCaw and Tokihiro Sato are revolutionary photographers, despite working with ageold techniques they are pushing the boundaries of their medium, using slow shutter speeds as a
creative tool to make their marks; McCaw, by recording a period of time beyond anything we
could hope to perceive with our own eyes, Sato by registering his presence without actually
appearing in his pictures.
Wassily Kandinsky speaks of rendering the inanimate animate, in Concerning the Spiritual in Art,
describing Paul Cézanne’s gift as a painter:
Cézanne made a living thing out of a teacup, or rather, in a teacup he realized
the existence of something alive. He raised still life to such a point that it ceased
to be inanimate. He painted these things as he painted human beings, because
he was endowed with the gift of divining the inner life in everything.30
Slow Photography enables us to blow life into our pictures too, animating the inanimate. The
photographs of Garry Fabian Miller, Chris McCaw and Tokihiro Sato do not feature people, yet
they have an unmistakable presence to them, an aura all of their own.

29
30

Siegel, Elizabeth. Photo Respiration, Tokihiro Sato (published by the Art Institute of Chicago. 2005). p. 8
Wassily Kandinsky, Concerning the Spiritual in Art (Copyright: 1977 Dover Publications, Inc. United States LSC Communications, 2017), p. 17
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(Fig. 09) Photo-Respiration #22. Tokihiro Sato, 1989
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CHAPTER 4
Medium Specificity & Surrendering Control
In this chapter I will be looking at the principle of medium specificity, with regard to photography,
and how the unhurried approach of Slow Photography often means giving in to a blind process
and surrendering control to the camera.
Medium specificity is a notion which has been around for a long time. As early as 1776 the
German writer, philosopher, and art critic, Gotthold Ephraim Lessing, maintained that, ‘an
artwork, in order to be successful, needs to adhere to the specific stylistic properties of its own
medium’. The American art critic, Clement Greenberg, brought the term back into the
conversation in the 20th century. Literary critic, N. Katherine Hayles, describes medium
specificity as suggesting that ‘a work of art can be said to be successful if it fulfils the promise
contained in the medium used to bring the artwork into existence.’31
The American curator, critic and photographer, John Szarkowski, considered medium specificity
with relation to photography in the 1930s, finding photographers were curious to explore the
potential of their medium and eager to express themselves through it.
Slow Photography can be seen as a tacit return to the photographic techniques of the 1930s, and
it is in part being driven by a renewed desire to understand how photography really works. If we
presume Millennials and Post-Millennials have only ever used digital cameras and as a result have
no direct experience of analogue photography and the magic of the darkroom, then it makes
sense to assume that it is this curiosity and search for authenticity and experience that is
attracting this cohort to the Slow Photography movement. Those from older generations are
likely more motivated by a sense of nostalgia and search for connection to a memory or a simpler
and less pressured time. Either way, it is contemporary to make photography about photography
again and explore its possibilities.
It is particularly interesting to think about medium specificity with regard to photography as, in
its early history, photography struggled to establish itself as a legitimate art form. Man Ray’s32
darkroom experiments, which we so value today, were frowned upon as being ‘inherently nonphotographic’ and ‘deceitful’. 33 The way photography is perceived and the role it plays keeps
changing, as remarked earlier with regard to photojournalism and David Campany’s essay.
31

Masters of Media, New Media & Digital Culture M.A, University of Amsterdam – Medium Specificity
https://mastersofmedia.hum.uva.nl/blog/2009/11/01/medium-specificity-the-difference-between-analogue-literature-and-electronic-literature/
[accessed 20 March 2019]
32 Wikipedia - Man Ray (born Emmanuel Radnitzky; August 27, 1890 – November 18, 1976) was an American visual artist who spent most of his
career in Paris. He was a significant contributor to the Dada and Surrealist movements, although his ties to each were informal. He produced
major works in a variety of media but considered himself a painter above all. He was best known for his photography, and he was a renowned
fashion and portrait photographer. Man Ray is also noted for his work with photograms, which he called "rayographs" in reference to himself.
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Man_Ray [accessed 12 June 2019]
33 Essay by Emma Bee Bernstein in The Chicago School of Media Theory about Photography: A Short Critical History by Beaumont Newhall, 1937
https://lucian.uchicago.edu/blogs/mediatheory/keywords/medium-specificity/ [accessed 21 March 2019]

25

The Slow Photographers referenced in this dissertation so far (Garry Fabian Miller, Chris McCaw,
Tokihiro Sato) have a very particular, intimate relationship with the materials they work with;
they are at one with their self-made cameras, darkroom utensils and unorthodox techniques.
They understand and honour the instruments they use and truly celebrate the medium of
photography.
Often, the technique of a Slow Photographer will involve a blind process; Tokihiro Sato works in
the dark and can’t actually see what he’s drawing as he moves around the frame with his
flashlight; Chris McCaw can never be sure what is happening inside his camera, and what exactly
the sun is doing through the lens. Both photographers surrender a degree of control, putting
their trust in the process; a process they have fine tuned to the best of their ability, but which
still requires a little bit of magic to work. Chance, luck and fate can give for the most compelling
results, if one has the courage and patience to work with them.
I have spoken of different Slow Photographers’ techniques and choice of material; Garry Fabian
Miller and his camera-less approach, Chris McCaw and his self-made cameras, Tokihiro Sato and
his 8x1034. Now I would like to introduce an artist who works with a natural optical phenomenon
which is the source all photographic findings, the camera obsucra:
Camera obscura […] is the natural optical phenomenon that occurs when an
image of a scene at the other side of a screen is projected through a small hole
in that screen as a reversed and inverted image on a surface opposite to the
opening. […] The term ‘camera obscura’ also refers to constructions or devices
that make use of the principle within a box, tent, or room. Camera obscuras
with a lens in the opening have been used since the second half of the 16th
century and became popular as an aid for drawing and painting. The camera
obscura box was developed further into the photographic camera in the first
half of the 19th century. 35
If you imagine the presence and aura of a true Slow Photograph combined with an actual human
being as the subject of the picture and capture the image with the most medium specific of
photographic techniques, the camera obscura, you may come close to picturing the hair-raising
work of British artist and photographer, Richard Learoyd. His one of a kind photographs have to
be seen (in person) to be genuinely appreciated and believed.

34

Wikipedia –Large format refers to any imaging format of 4×5 inches (102×127 mm) or larger. https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Large_format
[accessed 3 June 2019]
35 Wikipedia - Camera obscura. https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Camera_obscura [accessed 3 June 2019]
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(Fig. 10) Harmony in White. Richard Learoyd, 2008

Fraenkel Gallery describes Learoyd’s process as follows and further elaborates on his particular
technique:
Richard Leeroy’s color images are made with one of the most antiquarian of
photographic processes: the camera obscura. Literally translated from Latin as
‘dark room’, Learoyd has created a room-sized camera in which the
photographic paper is exposed. The subject, often a person, sometimes a still
life, is in the adjacent room, separated by a lens. Light falling on the subject is
directly focused onto the photographic paper without an interposing film
negative. The result is an entirely grain-less image. The overall sense of these
larger-than-life images redefines the photographic illusion. Learoyd’s subjects,
composed simply and directly, are described with the thinnest plane of focus,
re-creating and exaggerating the way that the human eye perceives, and not
without a small acknowledgement to Dutch Master painting.36
Learoyd’s images are unique, figuratively and literally. His system only allows for one print to be
made at a time, there is no negative from which to derive other copies. The value of this kind of
Slow Photograph cannot be underestimated.
The 20th century German philosopher and cultural critic Walter Benjamin speaks of the ‘fading of
aura’, when a work of art is reproduced in ‘The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical
Reproduction’. Specifically, how the aura shrinks when that work is reproduced using
36

Fraenkel Gallery – Richard Learoyd. https://fraenkelgallery.com/artists/richard-learoyd [accessed 4 June 2019]
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technological means37. Most of the images we see today can be reproduced by simply ‘copypasting’. What then is left of their aura?
Walter Benjamin goes on to say; ‘The oldest works of art came into being in the service of some
ritual – magical at first, then religious. […] Now it is crucially important that this auric mode of
being of the work of art never becomes completely separated from its ritual function.’
As mentioned above, Slow Photography can involve giving in to a blind process and surrendering
control, trusting the process yet hoping for the best with no certainties. There is a notion of the
magical in this as well as the suggestion of putting one’s faith in the process. One can also
assume, where trial and error are concerned, a ritualistic system of working might be put in place,
once an unorthodox technique is mastered.
We could therefore conclude the way of Slow Photography, through medium-specific techniques
and a ceremonial practice, maintains an ‘auric mode of being’ through ‘ritual function’. Walter
Benjamin was concerned with photography, arguing that by mechanically repeating and
reproducing a work of art its authenticity was lost, but he might have thought differently of
today’s Slow Photographer.
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Walter Benjamin, The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction (England, Penguin Books Ltd. First published 1934), p. 7
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PART II
A SLOW MOVEMENT
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CHAPTER 5
Going Fast, Going Slow
I have looked at Slow Photography in the first part of this dissertation, noting how slowing one’s
pace down and not being afraid to try analogue techniques might benefit everyone from the
professional to the amateur photographer. In the second part of this dissertation I’d like to
consider the idea of deceleration as a way of life, beyond the boundaries of photography.
We live in a fast-paced society where speed and the multitasker are celebrated and applauded,
‘time is money’38, ‘if you slow down, you’re roadkill’39, everyone is racing against the clock in a
faster-is-better frame of mind.
Canadian journalist and author, Carl Honoré, was one such speed-aholic until he caught himself
taking things a bit too far one day; Initially excited by the news there was a way to cut story-time
with one’s children down to one minute, it soon dawned upon him that this was not a good idea
and that this was not the kind of father he wanted to be. He has been on a mission to slow his
life, and everybody else’s, down ever since. Honoré’s book, In Praise of Slow, was published in
2004 and is a bestseller which has been translated into more than thirty languages; It follows on
from the Slow Movement started in Italy in 1986, which I will talk more about in the next chapter.
In Honoré’s words; ‘We used to dial, now we speed dial; We used to walk, now we speed walk;
And of course, we used to date and now we speed date’.40 Honoré quotes British psychologist
Guy Claxton, saying; ‘We have developed an inner psychology of speed, of saving time and
maximizing efficiency, which is getting stronger by the day’.41
Being ‘slow’ has all kinds of negative connotations. The first words to appear as synonyms in a
thesaurus are ‘lazy, late, unintelligent’42. Going fast has a certain thrill about it and we feel like it
equals efficiency but, as Honoré points out43, fast is also:
-

Hurried
Superficial
Impatient
Aggressive
Stressed
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Your Story - Time is money. This expression comes from Benjamin Franklin, one of the Founding Fathers of the United States. He wrote in a
book in 1748: ‘Remember that time is money’. https://yourstory.com/mystory/f39bea5268-do-you-know-the-phrase [accessed 5 June 2019]
39 From Carl Honoré’s TEDGlobal 2005 Talk - Journalist Carl Honoré believes the Western world's emphasis on speed erodes health, productivity
and quality of life. But there's a backlash brewing, as everyday people start putting the brakes on their all-too-modern lives.
https://www.ted.com/talks/carl_honore_praises_slowness?language=en#t-43060 [accessed 5 June 2019]
40
From Carl Honoré’s TEDGlobal 2005 Talk, as above [accessed 5 June 2019]
41 Carl Honoré, In Praise of Slowness: Challenging the Cult of Speed (Published by HarperCollins 2004), p. 4
42 Thesaurus – Slow. https://www.thesaurus.com/browse/slow?s=t [accessed 5 June 2019]
43 Carl Honoré, In Praise of Slowness: Challenging the Cult of Speed (Published by HarperCollins 2004)
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While slow is also:
-

Calm
Careful
Patient
Receptive
Intuitive

Fast is quantity over quality, while slow is quality over quantity. So how did our world get so fast?
Globalisation and capitalism have always had their skates on, maximizing profit at all cost, but
urbanisation, consumerism and advancements in technology have also added to our fast-paced
culture and hunger for speed. There comes a point where whizzing through life on the edge of
exhaustion becomes counterproductive and our health, attention spans and relationships, as well
as the environment, are paying the price.
On a more spiritual level, going fast can also be a form of escape, keeping busy and quibbling
over trivial matters so as to avoid the bigger questions in our lives; Am I happy? What do I think
about where the world is going? Am I doing anything about it? How do I feel about my
relationships? What am I like as a person?
There have always been advocates for going slow, the fable of the ‘The Tortoise and the Hare’ is
credited to Aesop, a slave and storyteller from Greece who is said to have lived between 620 and
564 BCE; ‘Don't brag about your lightning pace, for slow and steady won the race!’44, says the
Hare to himself when the tortoise beats him in a race. The opening lines of Rudyard Kipling’s
famous poem, ‘If’, published in 1910, speaks of the virtue of keeping still and serene while the
world spins out of control around you; ‘If you can keep your head when all about you, Are losing
theirs and blaming it on you’45.
The references are countless but in recent years there has been an indisputable boom in slow
practices and exercises of introspection; mindfulness, yoga, meditation. Buddhism is the fastest
growing religion in the world today. Many other movements, encouraging citizens to put on the
breaks, are not only emerging but becoming accepted by mainstream bodies. For instance,
mindfulness is now advocated and funded by Britain’s National Health Service46.
The Slow Movement of 1986 is turning into a Slow Revolution.
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Story Arts - The Tortoise and The Hare, Aesop’s Fables. http://www.storyarts.org/library/aesops/stories/tortoise.html [accessed 6 June 2019]
Poetry Foundation – If by Rudyard Kipling. https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poems/46473/if--- [accessed 10 June 2019]
46 NHS – Mindfulness. https://www.nhs.uk/conditions/stress-anxiety-depression/mindfulness/ [accessed 10 June 2019]
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CHAPTER 6
A Slow Revolution
The Slow Movement first began in Italy when a protest led by Carlo Petrini47 against the opening
of a McDonald's restaurant in Piazza di Spagna, Rome, provoked the creation of a Slow Food
organization in 1986. Just as Slow Photography re-emerged as a reaction to ‘fast photography’
and the thoughtless snapshot, Slow Food came about to counter Fast Food. Promoting traditional
cooking and regional cuisine the Slow Food movement is defined by three principles; Good, Clean
and Fair.
Good: quality, flavoursome and healthy food.
Clean: production that does not harm the environment.
Fair: accessible prices for consumers and fair conditions and pay for producers.48
The Slow Food movement has since spread worldwide and inspired a wealth of subculture
organisations; Slow Shopping, Slow Design, Slow Cities, Slow Architecture, Slow Travel. All share
the common goal of quality over quantity and connection; Connection to food, connection to
families, connection to nature, connection within our communities, connection to things that are
simple and real and human.
The Norwegian philosopher, Professor Guttorm Fløistad, eloquently put the importance of
slowing down into his own words in 1999, saying:
The only thing for certain is that everything changes. The rate of change
increases. If you want to hang on you better speed up. That is the message of
today. It could however be useful to remind everyone that our basic needs
never change. The need to be seen and appreciated! It is the need to belong.
The need for nearness and care, and for a little love! This is given only through
slowness in human relations. In order to master changes, we have to recover
slowness, reflection and togetherness. There we will find real renewal.49
Twenty years have passed, and the statement above holds true, but people are listening more
today than they were then. Since 1999, our pace of life has escalated further and the smartphone
has entered our lives, a constant source of distraction sitting in our pockets. The need to slow
down is being acknowledged and the start of a Slow Revolution is under way.
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Wikipedia - Carlo Petrini (born 22 June 1949), born in the province of Cuneo in the commune of Bra in Italy, is the founder of the International
Slow Food Movement. https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Carlo_Petrini [accessed 12 June 2019]
48 Slow Food website - https://www.slowfood.com/about-us/our-philosophy/ [accessed 12 June 2019]
49 Academic – Slow Movement. https://enacademic.com/dic.nsf/enwiki/1159238 [accessed 2 May 2019]
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Cittaslow50, the Slow Cities movement aiming to improve quality of life by rethinking the flow of
people and traffic in cities, forcing them to slow down, is now operating in 120 towns. Slow Travel
is thriving as people look for ways to savour their journeys and reconnect with nature, as is ‘Into
the Tribe’; a digital detox holiday programme. Digital Detox is, indeed, a thing:
(n.) A period of time during which a person refrains from using electronic
devices such as smartphones or computers, regarded as an opportunity to
reduce stress or focus on social interaction in the physical world.51
In addition to the slow initiatives mentioned above, an array of emerging ones are taking shape;
Slow Medicine, Exercise, Parenting, Retail, Education, Production, Fashion, Reading, Art.
As Carl Honoré rightly points out, however, deceleration is not about slowing everything in our
lives down, it’s about finding ‘il tempo giusto’; The right balance between fast and slow. In
Honoré’s own words:
It is a cultural revolution against the notion that faster is always better. The
Slow philosophy is not about doing everything at a snail’s pace. It's about
seeking to do everything at the right speed. Savouring the hours and minutes
rather than just counting them. Doing everything as well as possible, instead of
as fast as possible. It’s about quality over quantity in everything from work to
food to parenting.52
The Economist published an article in December 2015 titled, ‘The Creed of Speed - Is the pace of
business really getting quicker?’, questioning the idea that successful businesses are in the same
road-runner53 mode as we are. The article looks at big companies like Apple and Zara and
concludes that, while these emporiums appear fast-paced to the consumer, their focus is on longterm prosperity and they know just when to hold off for the good of their company. The closing
line of the article reads, ‘Forget frantic acceleration. Mastering the clock of business is about
choosing when to be fast and when to be slow.’54
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Wikipedia – Cittaslow is an organisation founded in Italy and inspired by the slow food movement. Cittaslow's goals include improving the
quality of life in towns by slowing down its overall pace, especially in a city's use of spaces and the flow of life and traffic through them. Cittaslow
is part of a cultural trend known as the slow movement. https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cittaslow [accessed 13 June 2019]
51 Dictionary – Digital Detox. https://www.dictionary.com/browse/digital-detox [accessed 11 June 2019]
52 Carl Honoré website http://www.carlhonore.com/book/in-praise-of-slowness/
53 Wikipedia- Road Runner. Wile E. Coyote and the Road Runner are a duo of cartoon characters from the Looney Tunes of cartoons. In each
episode, the Coyote repeatedly attempts to catch and subsequently eat the Road Runner, a fast-running ground bird, but is never successful.
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wile_E._Coyote_and_the_Road_Runner [accessed 7 June 2019]
54 The Economist - The Creed of Speed, Is the pace of business really getting quicker? https://www.economist.com/briefing/2015/12/05/thecreed-of-speed [accessed 12 June 2019]
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Conclusion
In conclusion, slow photography first came about as a necessary, lengthy process which we
sought to overcome. Today, fast photography has taken over giving rise to a new form of
frustration. Enter The Slow Photographer, deliberately indulging in slow, manual photographic
techniques and reaping the rewards of a more meditative approach; meaningful work and
photography with a soul.
The tools of the Slow Photographer (analogue, manual, unpredictable) present a definite
challenge but in our world of instant gratification there is something exciting about working hard
to get results and pushing oneself to see what one is capable of.
Challenging oneself, valuing quality over quantity, savouring the process of creation; such are the
beliefs of the Slow Photographer.
I have outlined the more commercial benefits of Slow Photography, allowing one to stand out
from the crowd, in the chapters above but would like to close this dissertation on a more personal
note.
Slow Photography exists within the bigger picture of a cultural, political and environmental Slow
Movement, pressing us to rethink our priorities and what we really want to do with our time. The
fast-pace of the Western world and resulting stress levels of our generation are leading to
unprecedented health problems while globalisation has led to increased pollution resulting in
global warming.
Living faster is not living better and there is such a thing as a ‘good slow’ where we pace our lives
to be happier, healthier and more productive individuals.
I hope some of the principles outlined in this dissertation have resonated with you and that you
will seek to find your ‘tempo giusto’.
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(Fig. 11) Hungarian Rhapsody No. 6 in ‘Tempo giusto’ by Franz Liszt, 1847
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Bonus: Make Your Own Pinhole Camera
WHAT YOU NEED
A completely sealable box: Any size box will do, although the shorter the distance from pinhole
to film the shorter the exposure. A shoebox is a classic starting point for a pinhole camera, but a
large box of matches will work, too.
Black Paint and a brush: Spray paint is an option as well. You want to paint the inside of the box
black so light doesn’t bounce around, which would cause fogging.
Aluminium foil: You’ll be taping the foil over a larger opening that you’re going to make, then use
the pin to create the pinhole.
A sewing needle: Try a #8 needle, which will give you an aperture of f/350.

MAKING THE CAMERA
1: Tape the box along all the edges to create a light seal when you close it. Also
tape over any potential openings, no matter how small, on the outside and
inside. Black or silver gaffer tape will block light effectively. Hold the box up to
a light and look at the corners and edges for potential light leaks, and seal them
by covering them with gaffer tape.
2: Paint the inside of the box completely black. Matt black paint is ideal and
using spray paint is cost-effective. Make sure to get the entire inside.
3: Punch a hole measuring about 1/4-1/2-inch-wide in the front of the camera
(you can use a pen, scissors, razor blade, whatever’s handy). Tape 1-2-inch
square of aluminium foil over it.
4: Using a sewing needle, carefully make a pinhole in the aluminium, positioned
so it shines through the larger hole you made in Step 3.
5: Create a flap with light-proof tape that will hang over the pinhole.

LOADING THE CAMERA
Use clear scotch tape for this: In a darkroom under a safelight, place the paper on the wall of the
box facing the pinhole. Tape it down so it lays flat and doesn’t move during transport and
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exposure. Make sure the camera is completely sealed before taking it out into regular light. Tape
over the openings with gaffer tape if necessary. Now find a location.

DETERMINING EXPOSURE
Your exposure will be long, so you may want to affix your pinhole camera to its surface with gaffer
tape, so it doesn’t move. If you’re shooting on printing paper, your exposure will be many seconds
to several minutes long, depending on lighting conditions.
Exposure is determined by the size of the pinhole, its distance to the paper, and lighting
conditions. For the shoebox, let’s say the pinhole is about 6-8 inches from the paper. In bright
sunlight, expect an exposure of around 15-20 seconds. You may need to go through several
sheets before you find the right exposure. A camera with a smaller pinhole-to-film distance will
have a shorter exposure.
Once you’ve exposed the paper, go back to the darkroom and process it as you would a regular
print. Repeat until you get a negative image with a fairly wide range from dark to light.

REVERSING THE NEGATIVE IMAGE
Once you have your paper negatives, there are two ways to reverse it.
1. Direct Positive contact print: In the darkroom under a safelight, place the
paper negative on top of an unexposed sheet, emulsion to emulsion. Place a
glass surface on top to hold them flat and touching each other. Expose to white
light. (You will need several tests to determine how long this exposure should
be). Develop the new sheet as usual, and you’ll get a painterly, other-worldly
positive print. Now that’s old-school!
2. Scan it. Go hybrid! Scan the image on your flatbed scanner, then reverse it in
your favourite photo editing software. Voila!55
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La Noir Image - DIY: How to Build a Pinhole Camera, by Mason Resnick
https://lanoirimage.com/diy-how-to-build-a-pinhole-camera/ [accessed 1 May 2019]
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Carl chats with David Pearl, innovator, musician and maestro of corporate creativity. A free-wheeling and wide-ranging conversation. (Recorded
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