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Preface

he first edition of this book was published in 2009. It has been translated
Tinto several different languages and adopted as a standard textbook: a
reference for the study of photography at many different levels. So why make
a new edition of the book? There are three main reasons. First, most obviously
new is the greater number of visual images in this edition, the advantage of
which is surely as obvious: as references for students of photography. The
photographs included do not form any kind of canon, but are indicative of
different ways of treating the topics and themes referred to in the text.

Secondly, the practical requirements of the series that the first edition was
published in meant an inevitable squeezing of the topic. This new edition has
two additional chapters, alongside minor revisions to the existing ones, where
improvements could be made. One of the new chapters is on Snapshots and
Institutions, including the public/private domains that are in transition, the
other is on The Scopic Drive and the more general situation of looking and
photography in our “visual culture.” These essays were written specifically for
this edition and have in mind some of the issues indicated below.

The third reason is probably far more complex. In the interval between the
first edition of this book, photography has undergone a vivid set of changes.
Some may even say it is no longer “photography,” and that the technical
revolution of computing and the massive range of new cultural uses of the
Internet have changed it beyond all recognition. Some would thus say we
should call our age “post-photography” or even be talking about “post-digital”
photography. Yet the word “photography” and the range of practices it gives
rise to seem curiously resistant to such nominal changes. Despite the many
and often wild claims about the demise of “indexical” reference and endless
philosophical critique of the ontological status of the photographic image,
“photography” is nevertheless still here. So although many technological
changes have provoked debates about photographic truth and the relation to
what we still call “reality,” it has become ever more clear that the way people
conceive of these new issues is often part of the problem, rather than any
solution to the questions that are raised.

New media critics have been keen to throw out the photographic image
with darkroom chemicals, which are substituted with data screen files,
algorithms and bytes. Paper prints are replaced with data screen images, yet
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the transition to digital images has turned out to be not so much a revolution
as a sliding evolution. As photography has entered into the more comfortable
realms of art, the brave new world of “digital photography” turns out to be a
remarkable reinvention of the wheel. The radical changes, it seems to me, are
more in the modes and relations of distribution and dissemination of images
than in the specific forms of photographic images themselves. While it is true
that fantasy is more prevalent in the construction of images, it is the new
relations between the Internet and existing social institutions—whose legal,
ethical, judicial, and political status is still being worked through—that the real
transformations are beginning to occur.

In the democratic use of the Internet, different types of images that were
formerly regarded as insignificant or minor practices (e.g., in war photography
the private “trophy” pictures made by soldiers are more public, and the vast
domains of amateur and professional photographic pornography—these
have all existed since the early practical days of photography) have found
a new social visibility, not yet repressed or restricted to “personal use” as
they were in earlier periods. Out in the open on the Internet, these practices
skew the old ways we see and value many public and private institutions,
which shakes up the established relations of appearance between them and
us. These changes are profound, they actually affect our whole perception
of society. The once more clearly demarcated institutional fields of photo-
graphic discourse, like news, advertising, entertainment, and politics all
appear, sometimes indiscernibly, mixed and juggled alongside each other on
webpages in different, sometimes bizarre, and perhaps even in exciting new
ways. |s the medical advice given on a webpage to be distinguished from the
pharmaceutical advertisements that accompany it (“advertorials”}? How do
we distinguish product advice from independent fact?\Who is speaking there,
it is often worthwhile to ask?

But what of the photographic image itself? Certainly in art, advertising,
fashion, and news photography there are new and innovative practices, but
how far these are all new because of their digital foundation, rather than
because of what they enable in the wider appearance of human imagination
remains to be seen. | say this, not because the old “film-based negative”
seems now to have a certainty that the data file does not, nor because, data
screen images are less permanent than paper prints, but because beneath
the glossy appearance of all these new shiny images, the same critical
guestions about the photographic image still apply. Indeed, we should also
note, for example, that after all, whether paper or LCD, these are still all just
variant types of screen, which any visual image requires for its formation.
Computerized and decentralized, the photographic image nevertheless
retains a kind of social charm. The “still photograph” features as yet a highly
central form across the nexus of social media and interactive life.
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This new edition has given an opportunity to add material relating to these
new issues, but in a way that does not simply dismiss the important debates
and questions about practices, nor exchange them for some new myth of
creativity as data art. The contemporary challenge is to find a way to talk
about the new incarnations of photographic forms that often still exist inside
the old ones, and which have not gone away. We should have learned by now
that discontinuities and continuities are in fact typical of the whole history
of photographic, if not all human, culture, and indeed all technology. About
330 Bc Aristotle proposed in his The Art of Rhetoric three genres of speech.
Today, perhaps, it seems we have many more genres of speech, alongside
the domain of everyday chatter and talk. Perhaps we do now have to include
photography and photographic images here, as fully entered into this domain
too, as visual talk. These new-old forms demand critical understanding and
analysis of their operations. It is a goal that remains within the ambition of
this book. That is, to outline genres of photographic “speech” that are fixed
and mutable. The experience of this contradiction is felt nowhere more so
than when browsing the internet. Finally, | must add that | hope all these new
changes do not detract from the simple usefulness of the first edition.

David Bate, London.
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Introduction

camera usually comes with a handbook with instructions on how to
Ause it. With digital cameras these are incorporated into its computer as
preconfigured “scene” mode settings. These preset modes, for landscape,
portrait, night scenes, food, party, pets, babies, and a whole list of other types
of holiday scenes, all make assumptions about what we want to photograph.
Some cameras recognize faces even before you have asked them to. Scene
modes prefigure technical setting on the cameras for different modes of
use and often include tips on how to take better pictures with them. What
these examples give us is not only rules for how to take better photographs
in certain situations but also an introduction to typical photographic conven-
tions. While many may never use these settings, a more inquisitive user may
ask why these typical conventions are so common as to be embedded into
the very computing of the camera. Moreover, why are they so often repeated
within the historical and contemporary practices of photography?

While this book is in no way an instruction manual, it does aim to provide
an introduction to the activity of photography. It is a guide to key concepts in
photography. It seeks to introduce the operating conventions of a number of
photographic practices, not necessarily so as to make better photographs but
to understand their operations within a more critical framework. Thus it aims
to provide an introduction for those wishing to study photography and who
are interested in it as a practice and in its critical effects. Since photography is
employed in so many different aspects of life, across a whole range of cultural
and social uses, the scope of such a study is extremely large.

There are many ways in which photography might be introduced. A study
of photography could be conducted, for example, investigating the key institu-
tions that use it: advertising, journalism and news, amateur, tourism, fashion,
art and documentary, police and military, or uses on the World Wide Web
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(www). The sociological anatomy of these institutions and their practices
might reveal the systems by which photographs are produced, the arteries
of power and decision-making, or even the creative and work space that
photographers are supposed to occupy. Such a project is probably urgently
needed, but not for my purposes here. It would tell us about the functions of
those institutions and only their uses of photography. However, this does not
mean it is easy to escape the question of institutional uses (nor should we),
because the issue re-emerges when considering specific genres of practice.

The issue is that the same types of category of photograph (e.g., portraits
or still-life} are found across many different institutions of photography
even if their uses are different. For example, the police use a specific set
of “portrait” techniques in the police mugshot. This picture may then be
shown in a newspaper or in some cases on billboards, thus appearing
across at least three different institutional settings: the police, newspapers,
or the sphere of website feeds, each with their own particular conditions
of spectatorship, discourse, meaning, and cultural values. Other types of
photograph have even more busy careers, constantly moving from one site to
another, now almost inevitably expanded by their circulation on the Internet.
These discursive lives of pictures have always existed, ever since they were
moveable. Photographs specifically have rarely existed in just one time, place,
and location. Photographs are, as almost everyone knows, part of everyday
life for people all over the world. If | wish to travel, a digital photograph of my
face is still required in my passport to indicate my identity, and without which
it would be hard to go anywhere. | am also highly likely to have already seen
photographic images of my destination before | go there. | may have checked
out hotels and their locations on Google Street View for example. Indeed,
tourism is a massive, billion-dollar global industry that uses multiple genres
of photography to advertise its holiday products, using landscape conventions
to sell locations, portraits to represent the types of people who live there (or
other tourists you might hope to meet there), while still-life photographs try to
show the local culture you can consume: local foods and drink, tax-free goods,
souvenirs, etc. Once you arrive, postcards, maps and the Internet will provide
you with even further images of the place you are in, often similar to the ones
you saw before you went there.

Camera companies make assumptions about what a good picture is,
based on the widely held popular views and established conventions of
photography: portraits, landscapes, close-ups or still-life, event pictures such
as sports or holidays. The endurance of all these types of picture, their very
repetition, is astounding. It is this repetition that gives both the category of
photography and these locations and figures their fixed representative image.
This book stands back slightly from this repetition to look at the character-
istics that define such “genres” of photography, so that we may see why
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these types of image have such value and traffic across so many different
institutional practices. In this way | have elected to choose categories for
chapters that lend themselves to a diversity of applications.

The first chapter addresses the field of photographic theory in its basic inter
rogation of how photographic meanings are constructed. The general dichotomy
of realism/anti-realism referred to in it still circles in “digital” debates on photog-
raphy, albeit that now realism is often replaced by the term “indexical,” and
often reduced to a simplistic question of indexical {photographic) truth or falsity.
As the chapter sets out to argue, meanings are circumstantial, and whether we
believe a photograph or not is often informed by factors, external to the image,
alongside the iconic characteristics of what is inside the image.

In the second chapter the “snapshot” as a field of photographic practice
is considered in relation to its broad and common social uses and functions:
the family, personal photography, and related practices. This new chapter
also aims to show the changes and mutation of this practice, by way of their
popular usage on the Internet and the different ways they are embedded in
the “practice of every-day life”

The following two chapters consider the key concepts of documentary,
portraiture, landscape, still-life, and art. The final chapters on globalism, the
scopic drive, and history all set out in their different ways to address the
more general questions about photography that any student of the practices
of photography might want to investigate. Historical chronology, for instance,
as a dominant approach towards the photographic medium, has often fallen
short in accounting for the differences between various types of photograph.
The tendency to write a history of photography as though it is just art ignores
the massive amount of other uses and applications of photography to which
the field of art is not only discontinuous but is often openly antagonistic.
Contemporary art photography also often draws on aspects of these other
practices to renew itself (e.g., from documentary, amateur, fashion, military
uses) to critique them or exploit their optical enjoyments for other purposes.

The history of photography as a “medium” is far wider than these particular
modes of social practice and usage. Furthermore, the relation between
history and photography is anyway twofold. On the one hand photographs
have made their own impact on history, by providing images of objects,
places, spaces, faces, and events that have existed in the past; although not
to be taken simply at face value, such images provide a new type of historical
artifact as visual archives. On the other hand, those same photographs have
affected how we think of the past, because the cultural “past” has never
before been so visually recorded and represented. The issue of how or what
history is when we consider the impact of photography itself is, not least in
its effect on human memory, a real challenge to conceptions of history, given
the vast number of repositories of photographs.
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Now the category of genre probably requires some sort of explanation, if
not introduction, since its use as a key concept for the conception of photog-
raphy is probably something still of a novelty.

Genre

It is surprising that genre (a French word for branch, kind or species) has not
been taken up in photography as it has in literature or in film studies.' The idea
that there are genre categories within cinema or literature is quite normal.
These categories operate as much at the level of consumption in shops or
on the Internet where cinema and novels are sold as they do in theory and
academic fields of study: horror, romance, science fiction, westerns, war,
thrillers, crime fiction, comedy, historical drama, etc.

In film theory, genre was introduced to do two things. First, it was to
displace the then rife subjective and personal opinion type of criticism for a
more systematic model of thinking. This project aimed to establish an under
standing of the functions and effects of specific types of movie, to understand
how they work, and thus to construct a theory of that specific genre. Second,
these genre studies aimed to address “the question of the social and cultural
function that genres perform.”? This meant that the conventions identified at
work in organising a genre were not only formal, about their particular form,
but also formed the basis of social meanings in practices which have, and
produce, real social and cultural effects, too. The advantage of this thinking
was that it showed that genres were not only a basis for grouping specific
types of work into a category, but also that the different categories would
reveal the way they also operate to generate fields of “expectation and
hypothesis” for spectators.® In other words, a genre helps to organize and
structure particular types of meaning. Understanding these also enables us to
discuss, interpret, or analyze them in terms of what they do to us. How does
this work for photography?

Let’'s consider the value of genre theory by way of the simple example
of a movie poster image (itself a somewhat neglected genre in academic
study). Any film image poster has the function to not only introduce the film
(its title, stars, etc.) but also to establish in the mind of the viewing public
what kind of film it is. Posters indicate the film's characteristics in the visual
presentation of them, not only the “pictures” but also the colours, typog-
raphy, and general mood of the poster. Thrillers, comedies, detective stories,
love stories, musicals, etc. all have different visual characteristics, which are
communicated visually via the poster. In each case, particular features and
combinations of elements (lighting, form, design, figures, gestures, props,
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graphics, layout, etc.) are used as the mise-en-scene of the film poster to help
the spectator understand what type of film genre it is. The poster functions as
advertising: to communicate what the film is, whom it is for and also the type
of experience to be gained from seeing it. If all this explanation sounds rather
laborious, it is because we tend to “read” such things so automatically and
instantly {(without thinking) that it is almost painful to think about it. Yet, in the
same way that the film poster image creates an expectation of the film, so
a genre in photography—portraiture, landscape, still-life, documentary, etc.—
create expectations for the meanings and experience to be derived from that
type of picture. Each genre, whether as film, novel or type of photograph,
creates an expectation for particular types of understanding. Genre, then,
as a means of study is a way we can examine and discuss the elements
and functions of a type of practice. This work of identifying the features and
characteristics is theoretical in one sense and critical in being able to under
stand how it works. This means we can know how to operate the genre,
instead of its operating on us. We may move and vary these categories,
according to their social usage, the changes innovations bring within them.
Different genres have different functions, so each chapter in this book deals
with a particular genre, considering the mutations it has received in the hands
of photography and the aims that it sets out to achieve.

In a way, this book shows that, for the purposes of study, the term
“photography” is really an abstraction of what are smaller, specific—but
still general—tendencies that constitute its field of practice across public
and private spheres in many cultures. The new histories of photography, for
instance in African and Asia cultures, are beginning to reveal stories about
genres of photographic practice similar to those used in the West—portraiture,
landscape, etc.—albeit with different cultural uses, settings, and local coding.
Portraiture, for example, in all its forms, reveals a discourse on identity,
irrespective of whether its image discourse involves: personal features
{(physical appearance, sexuality, sub-culture; fashion}, cultural {family, national,
religious, ethnic); social (class, ethnicity); institutional practices {(occupation,
work clothes, and uniforms); a combination of all of these. This book shows
how the internal look and arrangement within certain types of photograph
helps to organize specific types of response to those types of pictures.

Genres, however, are not fixed: they are mutable sets of conventions,
whose processes and forms evolve and develop or transmute into different
hybrids. In cinema, horror and comedy are often combined. Sub-genres mutate
into new genres: in painting, for instance, landscape pictures emerged as a
genre in their own right, quite literally, from the background of Renaissance
portraits. Documentary is almost certainly a specific invention of photog-
raphy, which brought new rules and conventions of picture-making. These
are now so familiar that we probably do not notice them, unless specifically
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engaged with a self-conscious study of them. Conversely, narrative fiction
almost certainly influenced the type of genre scene that emerged in pictorial
art photography during the mid-nineteenth century. Modern art, too, has
mutated in the way it looks at what artist-photographers are interested in
as subject matter because of the invention of photography and vice versa.
These are not purely formal issues either, because genres involve types of
expectation of meaning that link form as content or meaning into affects too.
Many of the genres used by photographers already existed in other forms,
formulated in painting or literature before photography appeared. Landscape,
portraiture, still-life, domestic scenes, and “history painting” were all already
identified within the old European art academies as modes of practice,
discourses, or genres for painters to work in. | say this not to disinherit
photography from its own history (the use and reinvention of these genres),
but to make clear why | freely refer back to painting and other forms. It
seems important, to me, to not cut photography off from these other cultural
forms that have informed or do still inform it, either through their relation
in history or within contemporary culture. We do not live in a world only of
photographs; at least, in everyday life, there is language in its linguistic sense,
which massively informs the contemporary media environment, which in
turn combines into composite meanings different images, texts, forms, and
sounds. The computer environment intersects video, cinema, photographs,
and sound, enabling a very different type of visual image environment. To call
these an “environment” is indeed to indicate how pervasive all this is.
Historically, many modern visual genres emerged in the eighteenth-century
academies through painting, and were ranked in strict hierarchy. In France, for
example, history painting {depiction of historical events) was regarded as the
highest, followed by landscape, portraiture, still-life, and flower painting—the
lowest rank then often delegated to women painters. Certainly, portraiture
and landscape are pervasive across popular uses of photographic activity
today in one way or another, as are pictures of pets; while still-life, food and
object-based photography inform both professional and amateur interests.
None of this is to take away originality involved in specific photographs; nor
is it intended to. Indeed, originality or invention must be what creates change
within {or even across) a genre. Of course, there are genres other than those
discussed here, although they would require another type of discussion
(one different from the purposes of this book). “Family photography,” for
instance, which employs both snapshot and formally arranged portrait styles,
veers across documentary and portraiture, often borrowing conventions from
both. A photograph of a wedding cake in a family album borrows elements
of the still-life genre. The new chapter, here, on the snapshot introduces
some of these themes relating to the institution of the family and its photo-
graphs, but is more concerned with the uses of the snapshot in relation to
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changes in the category of everyday life. Surveillance photography used by
members of the police and military security services might be considered as
a special sub-genre of documentary, albeit in increasingly automated forms.
These automated forms of video “staring” have found their way also into
for example, police dramas, which would merit study for their ambivalent
use as a visual source of social control. Conversely, the various practices of
mobile phone camera use, like “happy slapping” linked with youth and other
groups in discontent, demand separate, more fully developed social and
psychological study; The amazing impact of the aesthetic codes of paparazzi
photography, not only on Federico Fellini's famous 1960 film La Dolce Vita but
in fashion, art, and documentary photography too. All these deserve proper
full social and historical study. However, this is not a handbook for detectives,
family researchers or starstruck fans of celebrities.

As photography has become more fully absorbed into the art institutions
and art market, this has transformed the old twentieth-century categories of
modern fine art photography into “contemporary art photography.” Formalist
ideas in art have been invaded by a clear turn towards working in genres,
pictorial scenes, abstraction. Occasionally, some will work across them,
but many established artists and photographers now commonly create a
seriality: portraits, abstractions, landscapes, or tableau scenes, all referring
to distinctive types of space, “event,” and gesture. For all these reasons,
genre offers a framework within which to consider and study the function of
photography across its different social uses.

Genre is a useful category for the study of photography, because a
genre is never possessed or only used by one particular institution. Genres
are promiscuous. Yet the theoretical importance of genres is that they
enable photographers, spectators, and institutions to share expectations and
meanings. If there is recognition of these conditions of communication, there
is also an expectation of knowledge to be derived from them. Put in this way,
visual genres in photography function to organize photographic values, just as
metadata does, as well as the thinking of photographers who produce these
images, and the viewers who see them. Of course, whether any photograph
within a genre will gratify the expectations of that photographer or viewer
is another matter. At this point, | simply wish to conclude with two points
relating to the methods involved in the book.

Approaches

The chapter explicitly on theory considers semiotics as a method for the
analysis of the structure of photographs. In recent years this method has
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been most often replaced by what preceded it: “personal opinion.” Whether
someone likes a photograph or not is of course important, and raises its
own question as to what that means, the type of pleasure it invokes, pain,
desire, and so on. In media studies, such “media effects” of images are
mostly studied by asking audiences what they feel after watching a television
program or media event. Such vox pox data give a perspective on the types
of audience, that are variable according to the terms of the audience study:
gender, age, class, geographic culture, political affiliation, ethical and cultural
values, and so on. Personal opinion about an image is rarely of use unless it
is worked through, studied, and related to the critical understanding of visual
experience. In photography criticism, such effects are understood primarily as
a matter of personal and emotive response, which tell us something about
the affect of the image, but little or nothing about the effects of photog-
raphy. Contemporary photography criticism, for instance, perhaps because
photographs exist in different types of space, most often gravitates towards
the industry of art criticism rather than media studies. The development of
semiotics in the late twentieth century aimed to provide a more coherent
approach to the study of photographs, and to address the specificity of its
spaces of communication.

Yet, if semiotics failed to address the issue of effect, of “feelings” as a
psychological experience of photography, the second method proposed was
that of psychoanalysis. Again, in recent photography criticism, this method
has been exchanged for amnesia of both semiotics and psychoanalysis. This
is surprising, given that such amnesia has not occurred in either art criticism
or art history. The much used art history book Art Since 7900, a standard text
for U.S.A.-based art students, begins with a chapter introducing psychoa-
nalysis as a key method for the study of art.* While it should be made it clear
that psychoanalysis is not the only method at issue here, and should not be
read without criticism either, it is important to note that semiotics, psychoa-
nalysis, sociology, philosophy, and critical history are common to many
related disciplines of photography, which take their subject seriously. In other
words, an engagement with these methods in their own right is crucial for the
development of thinking the critical implications of different types of photog-
raphy, including those in this book. Perhaps the excitement of the newness
of the field will be exchanged for a little more rigor in its future methods. We
will see.

Photography theory is most often situated between art history, film theory,
and communication studies. More positively, this book positions photography
at the center. It is from this place, with photography at the center, that the
book aims to “fray” out the genres of photography into a composite field.
With these overlapping modes and methods in mind, the book sets out
across the genres of photography to consider ways of thinking and critically
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understanding the types of picture that we all see, and might even want to
make ourselves. The methods toward understanding them and their criticism
are allowed to emerge within the chapters where they are most relevant,
although they may often also apply elsewhere.

Finally, as said at the opening, this book is an introduction. It is to be read
alongside other books: monographs, photo-books, histories of photography,
theory, and criticism, and other texts relevant to the particular field of study
being investigated or practiced. That is to say, it should be read as part of a
network of other texts about photography, including the images that people
find themselves passionate about. | invite the reader to take up and consider
what is said here in the spirit of a conversation, one that can be developed in
the future.

Chapter Summary

@ Genres give stability to the image-world of representation.
@ Institutions rely on genres to achieve communication.

@ Genre is not just a type of picture, it is also a set of processes that
involves the producer and consumer in conventional systems of
meaning production.

@ Recognition of a genre is already an act of communication.

® Genres are mutable, dynamic, and polyvalent.
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Barthes, Roland, Image-Music-Text, Fontana, 1982.

This book is a luminous collection of Barthes’ earlier writing on photog-
raphy, film, music, and semiotic theory. Edited and translated by Stephen
Heath, it has some of the most widely read theory essays on photography.
Although difficult in places, it shows Barthes working through a series
of different theoretical models for thinking about types of photographic
images, with each essay taking a different starting point and set of problems.
News, publicity images, music photographs and film stills are all subject to
theoretical discussion and critique.

Barthes, Roland, Camera Lucida, Fontana, 1984.

Widely read as a personal account of photography, Barthes’ famous essay
is actually based on the use of phenomenology: the philosophy that uses
the material of subjective experience to examine and construct “theoretical”
problems. In terms of a contribution to photography theory and criticism (it
is certainly not a history), this book can be read as contrasting the look of
the spectator with what in the psychoanalysis of Jacques Lacan is called
“the gaze! For Jacques Lacan, the gaze is an imaginary look from someone
or something in the picture directed at the viewer. What Barthes calls the
punctum, something in the picture that “punctures” the subject in a way that
the original photographer could not have predicted, is very close to Lacan’s
conception of the gaze. A good complementary essay here is “The Third
Meaning,” whose categories of obvious and obtuse precede stadium and
punctum in Camera Lucida.

Belsey, Catherine, A Very Short Introduction to Poststucturalism, Oxford
University Press, 2002.

This is a good introduction to the thinking and impact of structuralism and
poststructuralist arguments on the analysis of culture through the use of
images and the way we live in or “inhabit” language. It is a nice companion
to Roland Barthes’ book of essays on popular culture, Mythologes.
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Walter Benjamin, The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction,
Penguin, 2008.

Benjamin's essay on the social-cultural impact of new media—photography
and cinema as they were in the 1930s—is a classic “must read” for all
photography students. Packed with observations about the impact of the
camera on acting, art and aura, it has been a veritable goldmine for those
working on the new dynamics of visual representation.

Bolton, Richard, ed., The Contest of Meaning: Critical Histories of
Photography, MIT Press, 1992.

This old collection of critical essays deals with the twentieth-century avant-
garde and modern “turns” in different European traditions and in USA
photography, from the 1920s through to the 1980s when the book was first
published. The essays are especially valuable for those students working on
the critical history of photography.

Burgin, Victor, ed., Thinking Photography, Macmillan, 1982.

This collection of essays remains valuable for two reasons. First, it estab-
lishes a clear theoretical project, linking critical discussions on a range of
types of photography, from art and publicity images to documentary and
Soviet avant-garde debates. Secondly, the book is important now as a
historical text, vibrant with the intellectual debates of the late 1970s and early
1980s. The contributions by Victor Burgin and Allan Sekula, both influential
artists and theorists, can be read alongside their own visual practices circu-
lating at that time. It is also worth noting that this book came out two years
after Alan Trachtenberg’s Classic Essays on Photography (see below) and, in
some ways, can be read as a response to what is absent from Trachtenberg'’s
book.

Cotton, Charlotte, The Photograph as Contemporary Art, Thames &
Hudson, 2004.

A useful survey, focusing on what is rightfully called “contemporary” (distin-
guished from modernist) art photography at the turn of the twenty-first
century. The chapters show the art world moving gradually towards a more
“global” perspective of art.

Godfrey, Tony, Conceptual Art, Phaidon, 1998.

Chapters include one on uses of photography by conceptual artists in what
is a clear and general introduction to (rather than a critical evaluation of)
conceptual art.
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Marien, Mary Warner, Photography: A Cultural History, Lawrence King,
2006.

This tome is a good very general introduction to a general chronological
history of photography. It is most useful for its introductory description of
the earlier developments of photography, during the nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries.

Newhall, Beaumont, The History of Photography, New York: MoMA, 1980
[1964].

Still a good read, this book introduces historical photographs as situated
within a modernist paradigm of thought. The book is bursting with the idea
that photography is an art and charges through what is now a well-estab-
lished canon of museum-collected photography.

Ranciére Jacques, The Emancipated Spectator,Verso, 2009.

Some of Ranciéere’s recent philosophical work has been orientated towards
a discussion of the visual arts, especially photography, cinema, and painting.
His writings have generated interest from critical art theory, and have
thus revived a much needed discourse on the situation of the visual arts
in contemporary culture. What is striking about Ranciére’s philosophical
arguments is that they are often made through reference to specific artworks
{(photographs, movies, installations) then linking these works up to more
general discussions and philosophical problems. However, Ranciere tends to
assume a familiarity with both the artworks and critical theory, so that reading
his work without knowedge of say, Roland Barthes’ work on photography,
makes the argument a bit opaque.

Sontag, Susan, On Photography, Penguin, 1977.

This is a classic old introduction to photography criticism. Widely read as a set
text for photography students, Susan Sontag’s book attacks questions of the
aesthetic, social, and ethical issues of photography, and has provided many
students and teachers alike with a critical view of photography. It is clearly
a product of its time and place: New York and the photographic modernism
of the 1970s. Any contemporary reader would do well to refer to the images
of the photographers she discusses to see why she makes her arguments
the way she does, since many of the photographers referred to were already
then in the collection of the Museum of Modern Art, New York. (See also
Beaumont Newhall, The History of Photography, 1980.)

Sontag, Susan, Regarding the Pain of Others, Picador, 2003.
Like Barthes’ last book, Sontag’s final book on photography meditates on
the issue of death and photography, but deals more centrally with its social
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representation and the ethical dimensions of war photography. That we
remember events through photographs is no longer in dispute, she argues,
it is a matter of the consequences of what pictures these are and for whom
they serve the present.

Soutter, Lucy, Why Art Photography? Routledge, 2013.

As the title of this book suggests, it explores contemporary art photography
and asks a number of guestions about its function and purpose. Aiming
to positively convince the skeptical viewer and reader, the book explores
different contemporary issues and strategies addressed by art photography.
Making a range of useful distinctions and categories available for those strug-
gling to understand art photography, this is a very accessible introduction to
recent critical debates.

Trachtenberg, Alan, ed., Classic Essays on Photography, Leete’s Island,
1980.

This is an excellent collection of many key historical writings on photography
from the U.S.A. and Europe up until 1980. In four parts, the first section
gives a useful introduction to the early nineteenth-century discussions about
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book came out two years before Victor Burgin's edited collection, Thinking
Photography (above}, which in many ways is the key critical successor to the
arguments found in Classic Essays on Photography.

Williams, Raymond, Culture, Fontana, 1981.

Raymond Williams (1921-88), a British literary historian, made a massive
contribution to what was called “culturalist” theory: the analysis of culture
as a historical process. This book, somewhat dry, nevertheless gives a very
clear description of the different relations between “producers” (e.g., artists,
photographers, etc.) and institutions, in terms of artistic goals, distribution of
work, power relations, and aims.
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of this chapter. The uses of photography in diaristic practices and forms of
therapy have also developed in different ways, varying according to the aims
and theory of the particular practices.
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