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CONTEXTUALISING PHOTOGRAPHY

Module Description & Aims

This module explores and considers the development of photography as a both a technical
and cultural process. The sessions take a thematic approach to the subject so that
photography may be considered in its various and multiple contexts. Central to the concern of
this module is the role photography has played as an arbiter of truth and reality, and as such,
its effects on other areas of artistic and technological production will be considered. This
module aims to explain some of the various approaches and understandings of photography,

whilst questioning the history which has been constructed around it.

By the end of this module you should:

e Demonstrate a thorough understanding of the historical and theoretical context of
photography and precedent and subsequent technologies.

e Demonstrate an understanding of the theoretical approaches to investigating and
explaining the technologically produced and reproducable image.

e Demonstrate an understanding of the relationship between the mass produced images

and mass communication.

Week 1 Defining an object of study

This session will consider photography as an object of study. It will question what we actually
understand by the photograph as artefact, photography as a process and photography as a
medium. We will begin to consider the ways in which photography has been discussed,

considered and theorised.

Week 2 Art or Science: a Victorian invention

This session will look at the established histories of photography and begin to consider the
various purposes to which it was employed in its formative years. We will question whether,
despite much subsequent discussion and theorising, our contemporary understanding of the
photograph is that much different from that of the Victorian era. We will also consider the

effects photography had on more traditional practices of image making.



Week 3 The camera never lies: documentary photographs as evidence

This session will consider how photography has been used as a source of documentation and
evidence. We will consider the ideological uses to which photography has been employed
and question its validity as the bearer of truth and lies. Central to this session is the

interrogation of how meaning is constructed and read through photography.

Week 4 The vision of modernity

This session will consider the role of photography in the emergent avant-garde movements of
the early twentieth century. By contrasting the work of the newly emerging American tradition
with the European practices of ‘New Objectivity' and 'making strange' which manifested out of
a desire to engage and represent modernity within the context of Modernism, we will question
how a distinctly artistic mode of photography developed. We will consider work which
traverses the usual distinctions and conventions of artistic production in an attempt to
ascertain the nature of photographic intervention and contribution, and will ask, is

photography art and if so, in what ways does it differ from other forms of artistic expression?

Week 5 Visit

100 Photographs: A collection by Bruce Bernard

Stepping In and Out: Contemporary Documentary Photography
The Canon Photography Gallery at the V&A

V&A. Cromwell Road, South Kensington. London SW7

Week 6 Imaging race

This session will look at the ways that photography has been used to construct and represent
issues of race, ethnicity and identity. We will consider contemporary fine art approaches such
as those of Zineb Sedira alongside precedent photographic images of early Western

anthropologists.

Week 7 Reading Week

Week 8 Picturing people: the portrait in photography

This session will consider the ways that the photograph has been used to represent and
portray people in both a formal and an informal sense. We will consider the ways the
photographic portraiture interacts with a painterly tradition of portraiture and question to what
extent these two traditions negotiate and present an image of reality. Implicit to this
discussion of photographic portraiture is the relationship between the photographer and their

subject.

Week 9 The ‘YBA's’: appropriating photographic conventions



This session will consider the role of photography in the work of the YBA's (Young Brit
Artists). Looking at the work of artists such as Sam Taylor-Wood, Tracey Emin & Mark
Wallinger we will consider how contemporary artists appropriate photographic conventions in
order to subvert the fine art tradition.

Week 10 Essay tutorials

Week 11 Imaging gender & sexualities

This session develops the issues and ideas raised by the previous weeks discussion and
considers the application of photography to the construction of gendered and sexual
identities, and their intersections with etnicity . Once again we will consider the contribution of
photography to the expression of very personal and quite often political work and investigate

the reasons for its quite extensive use in such areas.

Week 12 Fashion photography

This session will consider the development of fashion photography as one of the most
innovative and fast-moving areas of photography. It will respond to and develop some of the
issues raised by recent studies and texts upon fashion photography and imagery, as well as
address the use of photography within a commercial context. We will consider the broader
aspects of contemporary photographic aesthetics in an attempt to discern whether any style,
motif or aesthetic is apparent at the turn of the 21st century. We are surrounded with so very
much photographic material it might be suggested that it has become almost invisible to us.

This session will attempt to measure the zeitgeist, if such a thing exists.

Assessment requirements:
You are required to answer one of the following questions. Your essay should be
approximately 2500 words in length and must include a bibliography of source material. All

essays must be typed, double-spaced and illustrated appropriately.

1. Considering particular examples discuss how photography is presented as art. What are

the implications of the photographic medium on the artistic message?

2. Using the work of Roland Barthes discuss his explanation of 1st order and 2nd order
meaning by applying it to photographs. Barthes' essays 'The Rhetoric of the Image' and 'The

Photographic Message' are particularly useful and provide a good starting point.

3.Considering the work of two or more photographers, discuss the representation of the body

with reference to gender, race or sexual identity.



4.Giving examples, discuss the use of documentary photography. In what ways does it
present a 'reality'? You may wish to consider the Stepping In and Out: Contemporary

Documentary Photography exhibition at the V&A Canon Photography Gallery.

Bibliography

This bibliography is intended to provide an overview of some of the writing about photography
and photographic practice. The periodicals listed are both general and specific and may be
used to obtain more up-to-date, contemporary material. The literature on photography is
getting increasingly vast and subsequently this bibliography does not contain monographs on
particular practitioners, but chooses instead to select books which provide overviews of the
subject and some of the issues we will be discussing. It is expected that students develop

their own bibliographies according to their research interests.
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