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Part 4  Photography  

Project 1  Photography – art or science? 

 

Research point 

The Pencil of Nature – William Henry Fox Talbot (published 1841) 

Read the introductory sections. Do you see photograph as mechanical or creative? 

Can any process be both?  Make notes in your learning log. 

Mechanical or creative? 

What are the meanings of these words? 
 
Mechanical 1. operated by a machine or machinery. ‘a mechanical device’ 
2. (of an action) done without thought or spontaneity; automatic. 
 

Creative 1. relating to or involving the use of the imagination or original ideas to 

create something. ‘change unleashes people's creative energy’ 

Most art processes involve some kind of mechanical actions (in the sense of 

Mechanical meaning 1 above). Printing requires a plate and a press, sculpture may 

need power tools and need to be cast, even a pencil needs to be sharpened and my 

electric or simple manual sharpener could be called a machine.  

But machines, whether printing presses, cameras, or my pencil sharpener, are not 

creative in themselves; they are tools in the creative process. The creativity is 

brought to the process by the vision of the operator… artist, sculptor or 

photographer.  

So it could be said that while a photograph is made by a mechanical process, the 

photographer brings creativity through their ideas, imagination and the individual 

choices they make (subject, angle, composition, light, shadow, reflections etc), and 

the skills which enable them to express their vision.  

I believe therefore that a photograph is the creative output of a mechanical process 

and as such it is both mechanical and creative and that the same could be said of 

many other processes where the output is a creative one.  

I would go further to say that all photography is creative to some extent when it is 

controlled by an individual who is making choices about what to photograph and 
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how, even if the photographer is not present when the photo is taken (e.g. time lapse 

or motion triggered photography).  

However, there is undoubtedly photography that could be described as purely 

mechanical such as photographs of cars taken by speed cameras and Google Street 

View vehicles. However, these can be edited manipulated or edited to create art. 

Personal reflection 

Great fun had with the camera obscura, in the tea gardens at the Minories in 

Colchester, which you can operate yourself to get different views of the gardens.  

There is a sense of wonder and excitement in experiencing the simple mechanism of 

the darkened room with a hole through which light can pass that is the basis of 

photography. 

Today photography is so easy and so much a part of our daily lives that I don’t think 

we reflect on it as a mechanical process; we see it as another eye, another voice, 

another way of communicating who we are and our view of the world both literally 

and as a commentary.  

For me the question that is more intriguing qu than whether photography is 

mechanical or creative is posed in the next exercise; when does this recording of the 

world around us become art? 

Exercise 1 

What in your view makes photographs unique as an art form? 

The photographer’s skill in recognising that a viewpoint or happening is unique and 

special is, I believe, the ingredient that can turn a routine photograph into an art 

form. This might be about light and shadow, reflections, colour, atmosphere, 

juxtaposition of objects, action or any number of different attributes.  

Just as a found object such as a tree root might be considered sculptural art when 

the artist recognises it as such and places it in a gallery, the photographer’s skill in 

capturing a particular scene and moment in time is what may make a photograph an 

art form.  There is never going to be a hard and fast definition because it involves 

subjective judgment.  

Sometimes the skill lies in the editing process and ability to see the photograph that 

crosses the line from simply presenting an image of a scene to becoming a work of 

art. For example Martin Parr takes many thousands of photographs in busy tourist 

locations where other people are snapping away thereby affording him some 

anonymity. His skill does not just lie in the taking of the photograph, it is in 
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recognising later which of those photographs are expressive and communicate the 

message he is seeking. 

Photographs are always in the present… yes but as soon as they are taken the 

present becomes the past. The moment is unique, never to be repeated. Our 

perceptions of the photograph may change as time elapses… it may provide a vision 

of the past that we have not directly experienced. 

What do we mean by photographic image – does it have to be permanently fixed? 

Thinking about my memories of the visit to the camera obscura at the Minories helps 

to answer this. The photographic images of the gardens which are now only 

recorded in my memory are I believe as valid as a printed or digital photograph. But 

whether a visual memory of something that another cannot see can be thought of as 

art is a baffling question. Does a photographic image have to be shared to be art? I 

could of course turn my memory of an image into a different form of art… it could 

inspire me to make a painting or write a poem. 

Cinematography is a series of photographic images joined together in a sequence. 

Does a photograph have to exist in hard copy? Is there a difference between a 

printed photograph and a digital image that sits virtually on someone’s device for 

instance.  

I don’t believe a photograph needs to exist in hard copy to be considered an art form, 

after all it could be exhibited digitally in an art gallery.  A digital image can capture a 

unique moment  in time and exhibit the skill and discrimination of the photographer 

every bit as well as a printed photograph. Of course photographers who favour old 

fashioned film (and there are many who believe digital photography lacks subtlety) 

may feel that the film itself and the development process are important contributors 

to the artistic qualities of their photos. 

I find myself questioning whether a photograph needs to be shared (digitally or in 

print) to be viewed as art. If I take a great, unique photograph and keep it on my 

phone and don’t show it to anyone, it could I believe be a unique piece of art but 

perhaps it would needs the response of others to complete it and raise its status as a 

work of art.  

Personal reflection 

It is interesting to ponder when a photograph is not art… and this is not cut and 

dried. Photos of household items in catalogues definitely don’t feel like art – but they 

could be repurposed to create a collage and become art (e.g. the work of artist 

Richard Hamilton). 



Sara Waterer 511909 | Creative Arts Today | Photography | Project 1 Art or science?| 

December 2016 

 

 

P
a

g
e
4
 

News photography of politicians making statements and delivering speeches doesn’t 

feel like art… but news photography that captures the plight of migrants fleeing from 

danger to seek a safer, better homeland often has emotional and visual qualities that 

may cross over into art through storytelling. 

And what about photographs of art? Are they art? If the artwork is not permanent 

such as Andy Goldsworthy’s land art, the photograph may be the only record of a 

piece of art and as such it may become the art work. The artist will almost certainly 

have strong feelings about the viewpoint and light in which it should be 

photographed. 

Research point 

Context as a Determinant of Photographic Meaning by John A Walker  

(first published in the magazine Camerawork  August 1980) 

Also Walker’s 1997 intro to the 1980 article 

Link to article and intro: 

http://core.roehampton.ac.uk/repository2/content2/subs/j.kudajczyk/j.kudajczyk1645/

Walker%20(1997)%20Context%20as%20a%20Determinant.pdf 

Make notes summarising Walker’s argument and your own thoughts on this issue 

Notes on the essay 

Walker’s 1980 essay discusses the context in which photographs are displayed and 

how it has an impact on our reading and interpretation of them. Take a wedding 

photograph which might be seen in a: 

 Family album  

 Living room mantelpiece 

 Photographer’s shop window  

 Fashion magazine 

 Woman’s journal 

 Advertisement hoarding 

 Art gallery 

 Social history museum 

 Television series on photograph 

 Inside another photo 

With each shift of location the photo context changes and so does the meaning. In 

the family album it is a treasured personal memento; in the photographer’s shop 

window it showcases aesthetic and technical competence. 

Reasons for variations in interpretation include:  ambiguity and complexity, social 

class, and context including mental, architectural, media, socio historical etc.  

Recontextualisation does not produce a radical change of denotation, the depicted 

content, except perhaps in photomontage when the meaning might be deliberately 

http://core.roehampton.ac.uk/repository2/content2/subs/j.kudajczyk/j.kudajczyk1645/Walker%20(1997)%20Context%20as%20a%20Determinant.pdf
http://core.roehampton.ac.uk/repository2/content2/subs/j.kudajczyk/j.kudajczyk1645/Walker%20(1997)%20Context%20as%20a%20Determinant.pdf
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subverted. A shift of context usually results in a change of emphasis so that different 

parts or characteristics of the photo become important. 

Meaning can be altered in a display context through juxtaposition with another 

photograph or the addition of a caption. E.g. crowded underground station entrance 

full of commuters next to a photo of sheep crowding into a fold.  

In the past paintings and sculptures were generally produced for specific locations as 

integral parts of architectural structures (panel paintings, frescos etc); nowadays 

artworks are much more mobile (market/gallery system replacing patron/artist 

relationship). Reproductive processes and photography contributed to this. 

Media context (newspaper, books, magazines) has tended to replace architectural 

context as a determinant of meaning. (This makes me wonder if the change has 

caused us to lose some original meaning?) 

Media context: think of the same photograph on the front page of a newspaper and 

then imagine it framed with lots of space on the pages of a ‘serious’ art photography 

journal. We may view the photograph as a simple visual adjunct to a news story in 

the first instance and in the second as a precious object in its own right with 

aesthetic qualities. 

I am reminded of Marshall Mclluhan’s statement “The medium is the message.” 

Circulation / currency 

Spatio-temporal point of origin – the where and when of the photograph when taken 

Subsequently viewed in other places at other times i.e. different socio historical 

conjectures.  

In a lecture we generally ‘blackout’ the contemporary situation and try to recover the 

original social cirmstances of a photo through research. In doing so we unfortunately 

eternally fix the meaning. Meaning is influenced by moment of production but it also 

changes with new circumstances. Therefore we need to examine the life as well as 

the birth to consider its circulation and its currency as it moves through time and 

space from context to context.   

Circulation = distribution / transmission. While an image circulates it remains current 

(i.e. not dead and buried in archive). 

Jo Spence (1934-1992) – Beyond the Family Album 

Spence’s work challenged context conventions by transposing the kinds of images 

that would normally only be seen in a family album to public places. Moving what 

was private and personal to public and social spheres with considerable ‘stimmung’ 
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shock value. E.g. Jo Spence looking plain and dour on the cover of Spare Rib 

magazine (contrasting with the usual smiling glamourous models on magazine front 

pages).  Also Spence reclining nude on a sofa as a baby and as an adult woman. 

Context moved from family album to art page of London evening newspaper; the 

juxtaposition and context change making them voyeuristic and sensationalist.  

Interesting to imagine this approach in the context of today’s social media selfie 

culture in which make-up, editing and filters present seemingly perfect looking 

people. It’s interesting that even when the craze for no make up selfies was running, 

I didn’t see any pictures of any one looking plain or dour! Why have so many people 

become  obsessed with what on the face of it seems to be the singularly narcissistic 

act of taking a selfie? Did social media create a new norm for how we should look 

and then make many people feel obliged to try to live up to it? 

See Spence’s work here: http://www.jospence.org/ - it feels very relevant today with 

perhaps some additional  twists and turns of meaning because of the changed socio-

historical context. 

Mental context or set 

A viewer approaches an image with a mind already primed with memories, 

knowledge, prejudices – a mental set. What Ernst Gombrich calls ‘the beholder’s 

share’.  

People have different relations to the same image depending on factors such as 

gender, race, nationality, class, age, kinship etc. 

 

The response to Peter Marlow’s 1977 Lewisham photo (right) of a 

National Front Steward is likely to be very different depending on 

whether the viewer is a NF member or a member of the Anti-Nazi 

league and different again if the viewer is an immigrant who has 

been abused.  

 

 

Some key quotes 

‘The mass media would simply find communication impossible if there were not 

common desires, experiences and values to appeal to and to work upon. Pictorial 

stereotypes do not merely exist externally in the world in the mass media, they 

inhabit us.’ Walker 

http://www.jospence.org/
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‘Only when the social context changes dramatically (as in revolution) is the 

oppressive character of pictorial and sculptural representations, serving the ruling 

elite revealed; in such moments the icons of power are smashed by the people.’ 

Interesting comment in the light of the current political shift to the right – will be 

fascinating to observe what impact this has on photographic representation. Note to 

self: keep an eye on street art and the art of protest. 

‘Context is a troublesome determinant of meaning for artists because so often it lies 

outside their control.’ 

Notes on Walker’s later intro to the essay 

In an introduction to the essay written later in 1997 Walker says that he was 

disturbed by so many students subscribing to the ideology of individualism (cited in 

the article) prompting views such as everyone is unique and therefore everyone is 

different and interprets images differently; therefore one cannot speak about the 

meaning of an image; there as are many meanings as human beings.  Walker says 

that taken to its extreme this argument implies that images have potentially billions of 

meanings in which case they might be rendered meaningless.  

He says this argument denies the fact that consensuses are reached regarding the 

denotation and implied / intended meaning of images; that human beings are similar 

in many respects and share many experiences. Walker concedes that the students 

have a point; photographs do prompt a variety of interpretations. But he continues to 

reinforce points made in his original essay by saying that the theoretical problem was 

to acknowledge the range of responses and find logical explanations for those 

variations.  

  



Sara Waterer 511909 | Creative Arts Today | Photography | Project 1 Art or science?| 

December 2016 

 

 

P
a

g
e
8
 

Exercise 2 

Part 1 Pick out some artistic photos from an existing album 

Flick through a photo album… pick out any photos you consider to be artistic. Note 

down what it is about these particular images that makes them more like artworks. 

A while back, I took several hundred photos of Ipswich docs on a sunny day and I 

was glad I did because many of the buildings were demolished shortly afterwards as 

part of a regeneration scheme. It was an enjoyable exercise with a bit of an urban 

decay / regeneration theme about it. 

Looking back, these are half a dozen photos that I would consider to be more artistic 

than the others. I selected the photos that do more than simply record a scene, those 

that perhaps would engage the viewer more and get them thinking and looking more 

closely. 

Ipswich docks 

 

 
The geometric patterns created by this 
external fire escape are striking. The 
broken windows hint of vandalism and 
abandonment. 

 
The shapes made by the broken glass 
are like cartoon faces in profile. There is 
an urban gritty feel to the image.  In the 
left-hand corner there is a message “Art 
is sufferin”… and who doesn’t agree with 
that?! 
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A silhouette of the old maltings building, 
now converted into flats. An atmospheric 
image of our industrial heritage; pleasing 
outlines and architectural shapes. 

 
Striking diagonal shadows across a wall 
and lively cartoon style murals. Young 
lad on a scooter almost merging with the 
murals, which contrast with the old 
warehouse walls above. A moment in 
time in a setting that is at once both old 
and new. 

 

 

 
Shell of a building never completed 
following the 2008 financial crisis (tells of 
time and place). Interesting geometric 
lines, light and shade. Surreal. Gets the 
viewer thinking about what it is, what it 
might have been and what will happen to 
the structure in the future. 

 
Juxtaposition of new building with old 
partly demolished building. Jagged 
concrete and spikey metal contrasting 
with clean lines of the new building. It not 
a bomb site but a stage(a moment in 
time) in the regeneration of the docks. 
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Part 2 Go out take some shots in your local neighbourhood 

If you wish, go out and take some shots in your local neighbourhood. Take some that 

are purely utilitarian. Now try to produce something more arty. 

These are pictures along the River Colne in Colchester where it runs through Castle 

Park. I walk there most days so I have had plenty of time to evaluate these views. I 

headed out when the sun was shining without rereading the brief so there are no 

purely utilitarian shots here… although others might think otherwise. 

 
 

 

 
I like these two as a pair – the buildings 
are almost directly next to each other but 
I couldn’t get a view of them together that 
wasn’t obscured by the trees. Shame, as 
I was drawn to the contrast of old and 
new; angular and softer lines. 
 
The reflections make these interesting 
photos. The top office block contrasted 
with the organic, natural shapes of the 
tree is, I feel, the more artistic. 

 
Swans swimming towards me disrupted 
all the reflections of the trees creating 
these beautiful, natural patterns, like 
paintings on the water. 
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The reflections in both photos are 
pleasing. The top photo is nicely framed 
by the foreground tree and has some 
lovely colours of fallen leaves.  Both have 
a crisp, chilly winter feel about them.  

 
This is a scene of a lake adjacent to the  
meandering river. These are attractive 
scenes, with balanced compositions 
(foreground, middle and background) as 
well as a cohesive colour palette; it’s 
enough I think to define them as 
artistic… in a safe and conventional way. 
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Some might think this purely utilitarian 
but for me it provides an interesting 
alternative view of river life and activity – 
an old bridge being dismantled now that 
a new one is complete. The primary 
colours and their reflections in the river 
lift this picture but I’m not entirely 
convinced it has artistic qualities. 

 
Not utilitarian… not artistic either but cute 
and a bit comical and part of the life of 
the River Colne. 

 
 

 

Research point 

Read Gareth Dent’s article Dealing with the flood 

https://weareoca.com/photography/people-are-hungry-for-stories/ 

 

If you use social media, spend a few minutes reflecting on how you use photography 

within it, particularly if you engage in photography in other contexts as well. 

I use Facebook (Fb) a little and Instagram occasionally and I share some 

photographs (my own and other people’s). I don’t document my life or anything near 

it. Instead I try to post things that make me laugh, things that surprise me, things that 

represent my interests – signwriting, painting, drawing, walking, Hungarian Puli dogs, 

politics and the state our beleaguered nation.  

I take a lot of photographs of places I visit to support my practice as an artist. I feel 

they are a resource that will one day provide a visual diary of my life and also give 

https://weareoca.com/photography/people-are-hungry-for-stories/
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me photos to work from when my legs can no longer take me out and about. In so 

doing I’ve created my own flood and I am acutely aware that unless I organise and 

edit my photographs their value to me in future will diminish. I try but don’t always 

succeed.  

What is the purpose of the photographs you post on Fb or send via Instagram? 

To make people laugh; to draw attention to interesting things; to represent me as the 

person I am warts and all. I’m not into online brand building of the Ms Perfect kind. 

I’m also not into selfies, good time party snaps, sunsets or photos of the meal I’m 

about to eat… unless to have a laugh at our collective silliness.  

Do you stick to ‘social’ photos or would you disseminate something more considered 

or artistic by the same route? 

I do post photos of my own work (drawing, painting, collage, signwriting) sometimes 

to show friends what I am up to. I post to a Fb group of OCA students from time to 

time. I share artistic photos that I think fellow students might enjoy. 

Do social media democratise or devalue photography? 

I’d say it democratises it. I have several Fb friends who over the years have 

developed into first rate photographers. They are people who are naturally able to 

assess and criticise their own work; Fb friends, in my experience, are usually too 

polite to give a critique. I’m not sure if that’s a good or a bad thing.  

It is easy and cheap to take photos nowadays and generally I believe the standard of 

photography is much higher than 15 years ago... it is so much easier to practice and 

experiment. I remember getting packs of 30 photos back from the developer and 

finding that there wasn’t a single decent shot amongst them. Now we can keep 

taking and checking our photos until we get the one that works. Of course the art is 

in the editing and in our discernment and judgment. 

Are you contributing to the flood and is this a good or bad thing? 

I’m definitely contributing to my own personal flood but I don’t post enough on social 

media to be flooding out anyone else. Good or bad thing?  It can be overwhelming of 

course but we have the most amazing photographic resources at our disposal now 

and as Gareth Dent and Alec Soth suggest, by widening our thinking we can use 

these assets in all kinds of creative ways. We can make photomontages and subvert 

the original meaning; we can use aerial photos to look at our landscape from a totally 

different viewpoint; we can be inspired by places and things we may never get the 

chance to physically visit. There is art in photos that were never taken with art in 

mind such as the Google Streetview art of Doug Rickard.  
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Awards and competitions help to navigate a route through the flood to exceptional 

work but there is a lot to be gained too from the mundane and everyday. The flood 

we experience is also an extraordinary window on the great variety of ways in which 

we live our lives today.  

 “There are too many images, too many cameras now. We’re all being 

watched. It gets sillier and sillier. As if all action is meaningful. Nothing is 

really all that special. It’s just life. If all moments are recorded, then nothing is 

beautiful and maybe photography isn’t an art any more. Maybe it never 

was.” Robert Frank 

I don’t agree with the statement above but we do face a challenge to find our own 

personal way of managing the flood so that we can locate and find those things that 

are meaningful and special to us while not cutting ourselves off from the 

happenchance of finding something beguiling in the mundane. 

Of course there is a flood of words too and this I feel is even more difficult and time 

consuming to manage. I can mentally process a lot of photographs very quickly… 

scan reading text is much more tiring and time consuming. 

 

Rough notes on ‘The work of Art in the Age of Mechanical 

Reproduction’ 

In his 1932 essay ‘The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction’, theorist 

Walter Benjamin concluded that a photograph does not have the aura of an original 

art work, so what are the properties of photography that are so highly prized by 

collectors?  

Benjamin’s essay is available to read online: www.Jahsonic.com/WAAMR.html 

[accessed 28/01/14] 

Benjamin is commenting / analysing the impact of reproducing works of art at a time 

of revolutionary change… It could be said that change is equally revolutionary today 

with ongoing technical developments in the visual arts, virtual reality and interactivity 

in particular. 

The essay made me consider: 

 The impact of reproduction in terms of time, place and context 

 Reproduction v. forgery 

 Process v. manual reproduction (is the latter more authentic?) 

 Reproduction and authority. Does a reproduction have less authority than the 

original?) 
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 A works’ aura – the feeling of awe created by a unique work of art or relic. 

Does this diminish with reproduction? What about the emotional experience of 

seeing a beautiful landscape through one’s own eye – can a photograph 

reproduce this? And what about changing perceptions through time? 

 Two planes in which we can consider artworks - cult value and exhibition 

value 

o Cult about objects that support ritual and ceremony / about 

relationships with the cult. These objects may never be exhibited or 

only occasionally.  

o Reproduction increases exhibition value. In photography exhibition 

value begins to replace cult value. 

 An actor has a direct relationship with the audience. In film the audience has a 

relationship with the camera. 

Personal reflection on the essay above 

I found this a difficult essay but these points are interesting to reflect on and 

reinforced for me how important the context of an artwork is… reproduction creates 

another context in which an artwork may be viewed away from its original location; in 

a different time period by a society that has different social and cultural attitudes. 

 

 

 

 


