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Part 3  Visual communications | Part 4 Photography 

Project 3 A sense of place 

 

Opening exercises 

Ian Berry’s Whitby North Yorkshire photos on the Magnum Photos website. 

Imagine the same images without people. How would this affect your sense of 

Whitby as a place? 

Without the people the photos would lose the sense of Whitby being a lively tourist 

destination and a place where a whole range of different people work, live and play. 

What is the effect of the absence of familiar subjects in the image opposite (Jesse 

Alexander’s Cathedral Box, Freestone Quarry) 

Without something to give a sense of scale it is impossible to know whether we are 

looking at a small stone niche in wall or a cavernous opening. It creates an optical 

illusion. 

Exercise 1 

I’ll use the photos in the work book as my camera doesn’t have a good zoom. 

Make some notes on the difference between the images in terms of point of view and 

information to the viewer. 

Picture 1 wide view 

Here we have a detailed foreground view of the iron gate and it’s decorative 

curlicues. We can also see what look like cigarette packets on the ground. A good 

place for leaning on the gate having a fag while taking in the view? In the middle 

ground is a field – it may be grass or hay or recently mown; it is difficult to make out 

the detail. The background detail gradually fades out; the high rise blocks stand out 

but the rest is simply an impression of what looks like a mixed residential and 

industrial area. In the distance to the left there are some green hills.  

Picture 2 zoomed in 

In this photo the viewer receives quite different information. We see the rooftops and 

windows of the rows of suburban houses in the foreground and can very nearly 

count the number of floors in the three high-rise blocks. In the middle ground the 

detail is slightly hazier but we can make out what may be a large office block or 

building in construction on the right. The detail of the rows of houses becomes more 

obscure as they recede into the background but because of its scale relative to the 
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tiny streets we can see a wide cantilever bridge and also fields edged with hedges 

and trees, which are the hills spotted in the distance in the photo above.  

Exercise 2 

Holiday snaps of Umbria, Italy 

Review some of your holiday photos; motivation for taking them; what did you 

consider; more than just a record of place; anything in common etc 

 

I took the three rooftop scenes with a view to 
painting them and also because the views 
were lovely and very typical of the town 
Foligno.  
 
This was the roof above where we were 
staying so I went back several times to take 
photos at different times of day in different 
light.  
 
I liked the moody sky in this photo. It was 
quite dramatic. The heavens opened shortly 
after. 

 
Taken for the foreground detail of the tall 
decorative chimney – a very Umbrian 
feature. 

 

 

 
The pigeons caught my eye as did the 
decorative chimney. 
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Foligno has wonderful markets and 
restaurants and regular food festivals. The 
shopkeeper is smiling because I’d just 
bought quite a few jars including some local 
truffles. 

 

 

 
I took this because as an alternative portrait 
shot. The Madonna figurines and cross in the 
shop window give a very good sense of 
place.  

 
We stumbled upon this lively café, packed 
out with locals and had a very good lunch. 
SoI took this photo to remind us to go again 
some time. David hates being photographed  
so I like to tease him too. 

 

 

 
I took a photo of this book because the café 
menus were pasted inside the pages of 
hardback books and this entertained us. 

 
I’m an OCA student – we take photos of 
paintings everywhere we go. I liked the 
composition of this photos and the way the 
murals seem to be hanging from the vaulted 
ceiling of the church. 
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I take photos of peeling paint and textures as 
they are good references for drawing and 
painting. I liked this floor tile in a church 
because it’s like a mini drawing in itself and I 
wonder about all those scratches and who 
made them and what they mean. 

 
This photo taken in the museum in Foligno  
was all about the perspective. 

 

 

 
 I took this street scene in Foligno because 
again it has nice perspective and I liked the 
mix of curves in the arches and canal and 
the straighter lines of the buildings.   

 
 
I try and try to take good landscape photos 
but I nearly always disappointed. The 
camera never captures the scene as I see it. 
Landscapes get flattened. The human eye 
works very differently to the camera lens. 

 

 

 
Picture taken from a moving bus. I took quite 
a few of these and I liked them better than 
my more conventional landscapes. There is 
something painterly about them.  
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Another painterly landscape taken from the 
bus. It captured the colours and an 
impression in the landscape in way that was 
appealing to me. 

 
 

I tend to photograph scenes and things that catch my eye rather than people. My 

husband hates having his photo taken and I’m not keen on standing still to have my 

photo taken every few minutes either. I prefer to have a record of the place rather 

than me but it is not hard and fast rule! 

Mobile phones and iPads have taken discrimination away altogether; now there is no 

need to worry about wasting film you can snap away and sort the results out later Do 

you think it devalues the final image if no thought has gone into the photography? 

 

No I don’t – what matters is the ability to critique one’s own work and identify the 

better photographs. An ‘accidental’ photo if it turns out well is just as ‘valuable’ as a 

found piece of art for example. It’s perfectly acceptable in my view, in busy or fast 

moving situations in particular, to snap away and review what you’ve got later.  It 

helps to be able to hold a camera straight and keep the composition in mind 

though… otherwise the job of sorting and cropping and straightening might be very 

time consuming. 

 

Research point Robert Adams 

(American 1937- ) 

American photographer Robert Adams focused 

on the changing landscape of the American 

West. His work first came to prominence in the 

mid-1970s through the book The New 

West (1974) and the exhibition New 

Topographics: Photographs of a  Man-Altered 

Landscape (1975) 

On the Wall, Robert Adams 
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New Topographics 

"New Topographics: Photographs of a Man-Altered Landscape" (1975-76 exhibition 

in New York) was highly influential in the evolution of American landscape 

photography – with a ripple effect to photographers in Europe.  "New Topographics" 

photographers included Robert Adams, Lewis Baltz, Bernd and Hilla Becher, Frank 

Gohlke, Nicholas Nixon, and Stephen Shore 

New topographics was a term coined by William Jenkins in 1975 to describe the 

group whose pictures had a similar banal aesthetic, in that they were formal, mostly 

black and white prints of the urban landscape. (The Tate) 

Their pictures were stripped of any frills and showed the American landscape as it 

was in all its stark reality. 

See a selection of Adams’s work here: 

http://www.americanphotomag.com/wall-month-robert-adamss-new-

topographics#page-10 (accessed 17 January 2017) 

https://www.theguardian.com/artanddesign/2014/feb/24/robert-adams-photographs-

american-west-paris (accessed 17 January 2017) 

Additional references 

http://www.ahornmagazine.com/issue_2/review5_shea_adams/review_shea_adams.

html (accessed 17 January 2017) 

http://www.tate.org.uk/learn/online-resources/glossary/n/new-topographics 

(accessed 17 January 2017) 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/New_Topographics (accessed 17 January 2017) 

 

Mitch Epstein 

Mitch Epstein (born 1952, Holyoke, Massachusetts) is 

a fine-art photographer who helped pioneer fine-art 

colour photography in the 1970s.  

American Power  

American Power looks at how energy is produced and 

used in the American landscape, and how energy 

influences lives. These pictures question the power of 

Amos Coal Power Plant, Raymond 
City, West Virginia 2004 

http://www.americanphotomag.com/wall-month-robert-adamss-new-topographics#page-10
http://www.americanphotomag.com/wall-month-robert-adamss-new-topographics#page-10
https://www.theguardian.com/artanddesign/2014/feb/24/robert-adams-photographs-american-west-paris
https://www.theguardian.com/artanddesign/2014/feb/24/robert-adams-photographs-american-west-paris
http://www.ahornmagazine.com/issue_2/review5_shea_adams/review_shea_adams.html
http://www.ahornmagazine.com/issue_2/review5_shea_adams/review_shea_adams.html
http://www.tate.org.uk/learn/online-resources/glossary/n/new-topographics
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/New_Topographics
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nature, government, corporations, and mass consumption in the United States. 

American Power is a selection of photos chosen to tell the broad story of American 

energy production; how the infrastructure dominates and looms over people’s homes 

and lives; fossil fuel pollution; decaying infrastructure; climate change and cleaner 

more environmentally friendly energy production. It hints at how energy production 

(oil, gas and coal) is the created the power and money that built America and 

reminds us that our mass consumerism drives demand. This works feels extremely 

relevant today, especially as US President-elect Trump is championing solid fuels 

and denying climate change.  I found American Power to be a very powerful work… 

it tells a detailed and provocative story in just 13 photos. 

In 2015, Epstein performed American Power with 

cellist Erik Friedlander at the Victoria and Albert 

Museum, London. The Walker Art Center in 

Minneapolis commissioned and premiered the 

work in 2013. The performance combined 

projected photographs, archival material, video, 

music, and storytelling. Interestingly different. 

 

A selection of the photos: 

Amos Coal Power Plant, Raymond City, West Virginia 2004 

Massive cooling towers dwarf domestic buildings; almost surreal scene of neat 

domesticity in full colour at the fore and the massive looming ghost-grey towers in 

the background.  

Poca High School and Amos Coal Power Plant, West Virginia 2004 

American football players with their bright red shirts playing against a steel grey 

industrial backdrop of cooling towers and chimneys. The industry is somehow 

integrated with the community. 

BP Carson Refinery, California 2007 

BP appears to be proud to have an enormous stars and stripes flag emblazoned 

across refinery building.  Implied message… ‘America runs on our fuel’. 

Biloxi, Mississippi 2005 

The aftermath of Hurricane Katrina reminding us of the impact of fossil fuels on 

climate change 

References 

http://mitchepstein.net/american-power#/id/i9844506 (accessed 17 January 2017) 

http://mitchepstein.net/american-power
http://mitchepstein.net/american-power#/id/i9844483
http://mitchepstein.net/american-power#/id/i9844457
http://mitchepstein.net/american-power#/id/i9844484
http://mitchepstein.net/american-power#/id/i9844506
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Fay Goodwin (1931-2005) 

 “A body of work that reflects a deep sense of place and the poetry of place.” 

Margaret Drabble 

Our Forbidden Land (1990) 

A book of 120 black and white photographs and text by 

Fay Godwin. Features threatened land and places where 

access has been barred as well as landscapes despoiled 

by the Ministry of Defence and developers .The book 

covers the whole of the British Isles from Land's End to 

the Highlands of Scotland. It is a political documentary 

that explores the abuse of land; a polemic for the right to 

roam, and against pollution and development. Godwin 

followed it by invading the Duke of Devonshire's land with a group of pro-rambling 

MPs. 

Her earlier black and white landscapes (Land / Landmarks projects etc) are exquisite 

in their empty vistas and poetic perfection. Our Forbidden Land tells a different story 

of landscapes marred by ugly man-made edifices, signs that bar access, fences and 

barbed wire. While people rarely feature in her work, she has caught some 

extraordinary moments such as a fox jumping a fence 

https://www.instagram.com/p/_5D4nvPUQn/ (accessed 17 January 2017) and a 

sheep stuck behind a wire fence http://prints.bl.uk/art/406596/public-footpath-mod 

(accessed 17 January 2017) 

I’ve found it difficult to track down a good selection of work from the project online 

but some of the photos can be seen at these links. 

https://paulwalshphotographyblog.wordpress.com/2013/06/27/forbidden-land/ 

(accessed 17 January 2017) 

http://www.collectionspicturelibrary.co.uk/select.php?kwrd=Our%20Forbidden%20La

nd&ptag=1 (accessed 17 January 2017) 

Additional references 

http://www.faygodwin.com/landmarks/index.html (accessed 17 January 2017) 

http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/obituaries/1491013/Fay-Godwin.html (accessed 17 

January 2017) 

https://www.instagram.com/p/_5D4nvPUQn/
http://prints.bl.uk/art/406596/public-footpath-mod
https://paulwalshphotographyblog.wordpress.com/2013/06/27/forbidden-land/
http://www.collectionspicturelibrary.co.uk/select.php?kwrd=Our%20Forbidden%20Land&ptag=1
http://www.collectionspicturelibrary.co.uk/select.php?kwrd=Our%20Forbidden%20Land&ptag=1
http://www.faygodwin.com/landmarks/index.html
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/obituaries/1491013/Fay-Godwin.html
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Personal reflection 

I feel that using photography to make a political point and to tell unvarnished stories 

of our modern day lives makes for powerful and memorable work. Photos of pretty 

landscapes are, on the whole, enjoyed and quickly forgotten. This is a lesson worth 

taking with me throughout my OCA journey; it applies to the landscape genre in 

other mediums such as drawing and painting too. 

During this research project Mitch Epstein’s work made the biggest impact on me 

because it communicates so much in just 13 photographs. While not difficult to 

interpret, it is subtle and requires the viewer to do a little thinking to piece the whole 

story together. It is this engagement and also the work’s current topicality with Trump 

about to become President of the US with his pro fossil fuels / climate change 

denying agenda that makes the work stand out for me.  

 

Exercise 3 

Think about the two views below – what can you see compared to a landscape taken 

from ground level, a map or Google Earth and make some brief notes in your 

learning log.  

The Cheshire Plain from Beeston Castle, Derek Trillo 2008 

This is a narrow zoomed in view looking down on a farmland from a highpoint on 

Beeston Castle. We can see the field edges, the line of a ditch (or path), treetops, 

plough lines, tractor lines in the earth. We can’t tell if the land is completely flat or 

sloping. Google Earth would give us fully aerial view, i.e. looking directly down and 

we would see an even more flattened picture; we would see treetops but not the 

trunks. A map might show us  paths and  some topographical (contour) lines so it 

would tell us whether the land is sloping but we would be unlikely to see the borders 

of the fields and the individual trees. At ground level we would see the slope of the 

land if any. The foreground would block our view unless the land slopes upwards. 

We would be unlikely to follow the line of the ditch / path if the land was flat. 

City view by OCA student Peter Mansell.  

We are looking down at an urban environment from, presumably, a high building. 

This is a wide angle view and we can see industrial buildings in the foreground and a 

river, then a major road and then high rise buildings and other buildings. The high 

rise buildings block our view of what is immediately behind them. From Google Earth 

we would see the rooftops of the buildings as well as the river from above and a flat 

ribbon of road and the tops of any cars travelling on it. On a map we would see the 

road network and the river including the bridges across but we would be unlikely to 
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see individual buildings although we might see industrial estates delineated. It is 

impossible to tell exactly what we would see from the ground but much of our view is 

likely to be blocked by foreground objects as the land doesn’t appear to slope 

upwards. We might see the tops of the high rise buildings and glimpse the road or 

river between buildings. 

 

 

 

Figure 1Agecroft Power Station 

Salford 1983 http://www.johndavies.uk.com/ 

 

Make some notes on the image above. What would have been the effect of taking 

the shot from the ground level from the same distance or even nearer to the towers? 

From ground level / same distance the camera lens would flatten the view so that we 

would see the cooling towers and the immediate foreground but lose the grasslands 

and football game in between. Moving closer would lose both the advantage of 

height which maximises the view and also the trees which provide a sharp contrast 

with the industrial towers. 

The football game serves to remind us that these mammoth industrial towers are 

situated in the middle of communities and people live, work and play in the vicinity… 

always in the shadow of the towers. American photographer Mitch Epstein uses a 

similar viewpoint / storyline in this photograph  http://mitchepstein.net/american-

power#/id/i9844483 part of his American Power project. 

 

You might want to experiment for yourself by taking some landscape shots 

from a range of a view points.  

I took these shots in 2016 on holiday in Swaledale, North Yorkshire, an area that 

lends itself to a bit of landscape photography. I’ve never succeeded in taking a 

landscape photograph that truly captured what my eye sees but the angles of some 

http://www.johndavies.uk.com/
http://mitchepstein.net/american-power#/id/i9844483
http://mitchepstein.net/american-power#/id/i9844483
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of these (looking down the hillside or up or both) have helped to fill the view and 

make them reasonably successful.  

 

Slightly zoomed in viewpoint straight 
across valley – captures detail of the 
barn and some of distant hills. 

Wide angle looking down across the 
valley and up the hillside opposite from 
roadside. Captures windy road down and 
over to barn and distant hillside and 
skyline. 

 

 

 
Wide angle view capturing the wider vista 
and hilltop but not detail. 

Zoomed in view from edge of nearby 
graveyard looking down into the valley. 
Foreground and middle ground detail. 
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Zoomed in view looking down at barn. No 
foreground but some middle ground 
detail in the barns and nice lines. 
This is my favourite as I like the sense of 
emptiness and isolation. 

 

Ground level view from river path 
zoomed to capture immediate view and 
detail of fence, bridge etc.  

Ground level view along valley; no big 
vista but detail of the drystone wall.  

 

 

 
Top of Tan Hill look across the moor. The 
camera lens flattens this view so it needs 
a feature (the sign) to give it more 
interest.  
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Repetition of subject matter in a grid 

I find Water Towers 1980 by Berndt  & Hilla Becher intriguing. The grid images draw 

attention to the decorative detail that our industrial architecture once featured. And 

yes, I do want to spend more time looking at this grid of pictures than I would a 

single image. The individual images are so similar and yet so different and that is 

intriguing.  

What could I photograph in Colchester? Doors or door knockers in the Dutch 

Quarter; manholes/coal holes, lamp posts? I’ll take my camera out and about when 

the rain stops… 

Exercise:  A grid of photographic 

images 

This exercise raised my awareness of 

how many factors it is necessary to 

consider to create a cohesive collection 

when photographing on a theme. I have 

written it up on my blog which you can 

read here: 

https://learningmojo.wordpress.com/2017/

01/18/exercise-a-grid-of-photographic-

images/ 

I put this image on Facebook with just the 

simple caption shown. People asked 

questions about the significance of the 

colours and commented on the subtle 

differences showing that the format 

arouses people’s interest. 

This exercise is very much about time and place. The houses in Colchester’s Dutch 

Quarter were built in the 1500s  by Flemish immigrants, who had fled religious 

persecution, in the style and colours of the homes they left behind. 

Doors in Colchester's Dutch Quarter 

https://learningmojo.wordpress.com/2017/01/18/exercise-a-grid-of-photographic-images/
https://learningmojo.wordpress.com/2017/01/18/exercise-a-grid-of-photographic-images/
https://learningmojo.wordpress.com/2017/01/18/exercise-a-grid-of-photographic-images/

