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Assignment One  

Visual Culture in practice   

Hireth: an intangible yearning to return to a past that no longer exists; if it ever 

did.  

My BoW is an exploration of the archive. As a child I would spend hours 

poring over my parent's albums; they fed my imagination and initiated a love 

of old photographs. What I find exciting about working with both personal and 

found archival imagery is the limitless interpretations the archive offers to re-
invent the past.  Memory is fallible and whilst a photograph can function as an 

aide-memoire it can also be used to connote alternative narratives. The 

context of archival imagery is not fixed in time, it contains fluid and malleable 

artefacts with limitless ways of being interpreted.  
   

I initially began working with archives during my first level two photography 

course using images from my parent's personal collection. A lot of my 

memories revolve around my parent's and my own childhood trips to 

Marazion, Cornwall. Is this because I have the visual prompt of a 
photograph ? I cannot possibly have a memory of my parent's time there 

years before I was born, yet looking through their albums I feel as if I'm 

present in a past that did not include me. I try to retrace their steps, connect 

with their younger selves.   



Fig 1. Mum & Dad at their favourite place (2019)  

There is an aura of pathos when looking at discarded photographs. My 

interest in collecting and buying them to re-purpose and incorporate into my 

art grew as I progressed through my final level two photography course. 'Not 
only are the pictures in archives often literally for sale, but their meanings are 

up for grabs. New owners are invited, new interpretations promised' (Sekula, 

1999:183). Nicky Bird's Question for Seller appraises the contemporaneous 

function of found photographs she purchased from eBay. Being the sole 

bidder of abandoned and unwanted images, in addition to the low price she 
paid, suggests they are of little significance, not worthy of being kept. She 

asked each seller how they found them and if they had any information 

regarding their history. The bought images and available information were 

shown as an exhibition at Belfast Exposed, an auction was held for people to 
place bids 'raising new and interesting questions as the pictures are arguably 



now deemed to be 'art' rather that unwanted family photos' (Bird, 2013). Once 

personal family images have been discarded, their personal histories 

annihilated. My husband has very few photographs of his childhood yet an 

eBay image of a small boy fishing (see Fig. 2) summoned up a non-existent 
evocation of his boyhood. Orphaned photographs can become surrogates for 

the photographs of people never taken and a past that never occurred.   

Fig. 2 The Traces we Leave Behind (2019)  

Whether orphaned or personal a photograph of someone long dead or a 

young person now grown old is factual, it shows them as they once were, yet 
that truth no longer exists a 'photograph, then, is not reality itself' (Howells, 

2011:199). Although primarily concerned with text and the spoken word since 

the 1960's semiology is used to understand imagery, decoding made possible 

through different signs. Photographs are signs whose meanings are 



influenced exclusively by allusion to further signs and images, 'they offer 

experiences that hinge on our memory's stock of images' (Cotton, 

2009:192). The linguist Ferdinand de Saussure defines a sign as having two 

parts: the signifier (the form it takes) and the signified (the concept or abstract 
meaning it represents). Signs can be sounds, images, colours or words that 

can all signify and represent something. Whilst accompanying text used as 

anchorage can 'identify purely and simply the elements of the 

scene' (Barthes, 1999:37) its use as relay (using titles and text in conjunction 

with an image) (see fig 3) implies the connoted meaning of the message not 
found simply by looking at it.  

Fig.3 Pteronophobia (fear of feathers) (2019).    

As a child I loved looking through the case containing my parent's albums 
and photographs but there was one huge problem; the cupboard they were 

kept in was shared by a feather duster. I've had a lifelong aversion to feathers 

and birds that I'm convinced stems from the aforementioned duster. Why I 

hated it I cannot recall but I still cannot bear to be near birds nor touch 
feathers.  



Montage is a technique used to assemble a relationship between different 

signs that represent an abstract meaning (the concept). To re-construct and 

re-invent the past I create composites that combine fragmented components. 

I download free stock photos from Pexels licensed under the Creative 
Commons Zero (CC0) that I digitally manipulate, I create scanography 

images using a flat-bed scanner in addition to contemporary photographs I've 

taken to use in different combinations with my archival imagery. The individual 

elements are all signs chosen specifically to suggest meaning (see fig 4) or to 

form non-existent relationships that are illusions (see fig.5).    

Figure 4. Firecracker (2019).  

Mum late 1920’s, Northumberland. As a child mum put a firework through 

someone’s letterbox. I have no idea why or what punishment she received ! 



Figure 5. Grandma Tate (2019)  

They could be the same person, or certainly related, but there is no familial 

connection between the older woman seen in the photograph from my 
personal archive and the girl in the photo postcard I bought from eBay.  

 

   



Two artists in particular have inspired my work in progress, the first is Astrid 

Reischwitz who combines personal archival photographs with objects, flowers 

and bits of material she finds around her old family farmhouse in Germany 

(see fig.6). Some of these possessions have been owned by the family since 
1799. The unfolding narrative is an intimate exploration of a way of life that is 

in decline and will eventually vanish. She credits her grandmother, a museum 

supervisor and curator of the household memoirs as being significantly 

inspirational. The tradition of oral storytelling has practically disappeared, 

Reischwitz reconstructs these recollections and emotions weaving them into 
new stories.    

Figure 6. Broken (s.d)  

The combination of title, frayed material, broken shells and vintage wedding 
photograph connote the fragmentation and loss that Reischwitz explores.    



The second artist whom I want to discuss is Italian photographer Claudia 

Corrent whose work Per te, per ricordarti spesso (For you to remember her 

often) I initially discovered on Instagram. She 'constructs an imaginary world 

and passes it off as reality' (Sekula, 1999:181). The title of her work derives 
from the writing on the back of one of her vintage photographs that are 

combined with contemporary surroundings, they summon up echoes of a past 

era, alternative stories emerge. The combination of found archival and 

contemporary seascapes have an aura of wistfulness that I love (see fig 7) 

and one I have emulated using an eBay image and digital seascape taken in 
Cornwall (see fig.8).     

Figure 7. Untitled (s.d.)  

The tones are muted, the vintage photograph is old and frayed, all signs 
suggestive of the passage of time as two eras permeate the frame.   



Figure 8. Three children on a beach,1931  (2019)  

The middle child reminds me so much of my mum, of whom I have only a 

handful of images as a small child. It reminds me of my own three children 

born much later in the 1970's, two girls and a boy. 

Globalisation plays an important part in the creation of my BoW, the WWW 

enables me to search for vintage photographs and download imagery online. 

Cultural and personal experiences will influence how an image is interpreted, 
how we interpret an image is not the same for everyone, it is learned due to 

cultural differences hence 'all images are polysemous' (Barthes, 1999:37) i.e 

can have multiple meanings. With each new montage the original context 

mutates 'there can be no last word about my photograph, any 



photograph' (Kuhn, 1999:16). They demonstrate the paradox of photography, 

how it can function as 'a meeting of the actual and the imaginary' (Howells, 

2011:200). Postmodernist evaluation puts forward a different way of 

comprehending the meaning of images taking into consideration what is 
beyond the frame. Poststructuralism is closely connected with 

postmodernism, especially regarding multiple meanings; intertextuality, it 

emphasises the importance of the signified. Hence, I believe conceptually my 

work to be poststructural. I use personal and bought archival photographs in 

addition to contemporary and downloaded stock images that function as 
signifiers to represent the abstract concepts of time, loss and the equivocal 

nature of memory my BoW investigates.  

An archive and its contents evolve, a photograph's frame of reference is not 
fixed in place or time. Archives are not static, once removed from the archive 

their context alters, they have limitless interpretations. Using montage 

techniques and accompanying text I plan to continue my exploration of the 

archive and the function of orphaned photographs in conjunction with 
personal imagery as both an aide-memoire and memento mori.   

Approx 1500 words including all quotes and figure information.  



References  

Barthes, R. (1999) 'Rhetoric of the Image' In: Evans, J. & Hall, S. (ed.) Visual 

Culture: A Reader. London: Sage p.p  33--40  

Bird,N. [reply] (2013) Photoparley [online blog]  

Available at https://photoparley.wordpress.com/category/nicky-bird/  

(Accessed 20/08/18 & 13/06/19)  

Cotton, C. (2009) The Photograph as Contemporary Art. 2nd ed New York: 

Thames & Hudson  

Howells, R. (2011) Visual Culture. Cambridge: Polity Press  

Kuhn, A. (1995) Family Secrets. London:Verso   

Sekula, A. (1999) 'Reading an Archive: Photography between Labour and 
Capital' in Evans, J & Hall, S. (ed)  Visual Culture: A Reader. London: 

Sage p.p 181--192   



Bibliography  

Barthes, R. (1999) 'Rhetoric of the Image' In: Evans, J. & Hall, S. (ed.) Visual 

Culture: A Reader. London: Sage p.p  33---40  

Bate, D. (2009) Photography: The Key Concepts. London: Bloomsbury   

Bird,N. [reply] (2013) Photoparley [online blog]  

Available at https://photoparley.wordpress.com/category/nicky-bird/  
(Accessed 20/08/2018 & 13/06/2019)  

Bird. N. (2004--6) Question for Seller  

Available at https://nickybird.com/projects/question-for-seller/  
(Accessed 20/08/18 & 13/06/19)   

Bolton, R. (ed) (1992) The Context of Meaning:Critical Histories of 

Photography. Cambridge, Mass :MIT Press  

Corrent, C. (s.d.) Per te, per ricordarti spesso (For you to remember her 

often)  

Available at https://claudiacorrent.carbonmade.com/projects/6750885 

(Accessed 05/04/19 & 06/06/19)  

Cotton, C. (2009) The Photograph as Contemporary Art. 2nd ed New York: 

Thames & Hudson.  

Howells, R. (2011) Visual Culture. Cambridge: Polity Press  

Kuhn, A. (1995) Family Secrets. London:Verso   



W, Mitchell. (2001) The Reconfigured Eye :Visual Truth in the Post-

Photographic Era. Cambridge Massachusetts: The MIT Press.   

Reischwitz, A. (© 2014--present) Stories From The Kitchen Table   
Available at http://www.reischwitzphotography.com/stories-from-the-kitchen-

table  

(Accessed 15/07/18 & 06/06/19) 

Ritchin, R. (2013) Bending the Frame. New York: Aperture   

Sekula, A. (1999) 'Reading an Archive: Photography between Labour and 

Capital' in Evans, J & Hall, S. (ed)  Visual Culture: A Reader. London: 

Sage p.p 181--192   

Smithson, A. 2017. Astrid Reischwitz : Stories from the Kitchen Table.   

Available at http://lenscratch.com/2017/05/astrid-reischwitz/ 

(Accessed 15/07/18 & 06/06/19)  

Soutter, L. (2013) Why Art Photography ?. Abingdon UK: Routledge   

Stańczyk, E. (2017) The rebelling orphan:adopting the found photograph. 

Feminist Media Studies [online]18:6, pp. 1040--1054. Available at: htpp://
dx.org.10.1080/14680777.2017.1393733   

(Accessed 07/05/19)  



Illustrations  

Figure 1. Bach, Judith. (2019) Mum and dad at their favourite place 

(1946) [Photograph] In possession of: The  author: Worcestershire.    

Figure 2. Bach, Judith. (2019) The Traces we Leave Behind [Photograph] In 

possession of: The  author: Worcestershire.    

Figure 3. Bach, Judith (2019) Pteronophobia (fear of feathers) 
[Photograph] In possession of: The  author: Worcestershire.    

Figure 4. Bach, Judith (2019) Firecracker [Photograph] In possession of: The 

 author: Worcestershire.    

Figure 5. Bach, Judith (2019) Grandma Tate [Photograph] In possession of: 

The  author: Worcestershire.    

   
Figure 6. Astrid, Reischwitz (s.d.) Broken [Photograph] At: http://

www.reischwitzphotography.com/stories-from-the-kitchen-table (Accessed 

15/7/2018 & 6/6/2019)  

Figure 7. Claudia, Corrent (s.d) Untitled [Photograph] At:  
 https://claudiacorrent.carbonmade.com (Accessed 5/4/2019 & 6/6/2019)  

Figure 8. Judith, Bach (2019) Three children on a beach,1931 [Photograph] In 

possession of: The  author: Worcestershire.    


