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A Question of Value
Benedict Burbridge

1. Martin Parr, Luxury, Chris Boot, 
London, 2009.

What might it mean to enter the art world in the current  
economic climate?

It is a loaded question, premised on a number of assumptions. 
First of all, the linking of the economic downturn and that most 
peculiar of entities, ‘the art world’, would seem to lend the latter 
a distinctly financial character. This, in turn, would seem to hint 
at a set of related debates concerning the motives potentially 
informing artistic production, the status of the artwork as 
commodity, and the need for artists (or those hoping to become 
artists) to earn a living.

Martin Parr’s recent book, Luxury, looks at the various ways 
people display their wealth. The project marks a return to the 
critical documentary mode that characterized the photographer’s 
practice throughout the 1980s: a somewhat sneering 
anthropological lens directed at exposing the tragi-comic 
character of his subjects and their lifestyles. The photographs 
in Luxury were made between 2003 and 2008 and, owing to 
this time frame and the financial downturn last autumn, what 
was conceived as a critique of these lavish demonstrations of 
affluence took on the form of an epitaph, a posthumous glance 
back at the decadence and frivolity which, for some at least, 
marked the beginning of the new millennium.1

In among the toffs at Ascott and sheiks in Dubai, sit a number 
of photographs made at last year’s Frieze Art Fair, the annual art 
world pantomime where, for five days, the tenuous boundary 
between art, celebrity and money grows almost imperceptible. 
There, in the cheek kissing and designer dresses, chinking 
champagne glasses and sharp suits, Parr successfully captured 
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3. Julian Stallabrass, Art Incorporated: 
The Story of Contemporary Art, Oxford 
University Press, Oxford, p. 5

4. Louisa Bruick and Julian 
Stallabrass, among others, have 
made interesting points in relation to 
these potential motives. See Louisa 
Buck, Market Matters: The Dynamics 
of the Contemporary Art Market, 
Arts Council of England, London, 
2004, and Julian Stallabrass, Art 
Incorporated.

5. Julia Kollowe, ‘Credit Crunch hits 
the Art Market’, The Guardian, 13 
November 2008.

6. Lindsay Pollock and Christina 
Ruiz, ‘Surprise success: Art Basel 
credit crunch blues’, The Art 
Newspaper, 12 June 2009.

2. Carolle Cadwallader, ‘Before the 
Bubbly Stops Flowing’, The Observer, 
19 October 2008.

the grotesque spectacle of the moneyed art world, at precisely 
the point when the designer threads showed signs of fraying and 
the champagne bubble burst. ‘It’s the end of an era’, one Dutch 
gallery owner was heard to say.2 

Such scenes are symptomatic of the extraordinary and 
unprecedented sums that were channeled into contemporary 
art by private collectors over the course of the past few years. 
Viewed sympathetically, the sometimes astronomical prices 
paid for work during this period might be taken as indicative 
of the considerable lengths some individuals have gone to in 
indulging their philanthropic impulses. Viewed conversely, as 
Julian Stallabrass has suggested, these massive sums may in fact 
demonstrate the workings of a ‘speculative market in which art 
works are used for a variety of instrumental purposes, including 
investment, tax avoidance and money laundering,’ all the while 
conferring upon these benevolent patrons a degree of cultural 
prestige denied to the average wage-earner.3

Whatever the motives of these buyers (a complex issue that 
lies beyond the immediate focus of this short essay),4  when 
the stock markets plummeted last autumn, it became clear that 
even this most burgeoning of markets would not be immune to 
the tremors of instability caused by the corrupt actions of a few 
men in suits. In November, a major sale of contemporary art 
at Christie’s in New York saw a host of big name works fail to 
sell, despite significant drops in their reserve prices.5 Although 
reports from Art Basel, held in June this year, suggested signs of 
a recovery, many attributed this to the fact that important works 
were made available at what were, by recent standards at least, 
bargain basement prices. As the Zurich and London dealer Iwan 
Wirth made clear, ‘the days when art was sold whilst still in 
packing crates in artists’ studios is over.’ 6

If the likes of Hirst and Prince are now struggling to sell, or are at 
least being forced to drop their prices, what hope might there be 
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7. This is by no means to cast 
teachers as mercenaries - many 
British and international art schools 
are still lucky enough to be staffed 
by practicing artists committed to 
the social, as opposed to financial, 
value of teaching.

for emerging artists? Viewed through the prism of the market – 
as so much of social, political and cultural activity seems to be 
these days – the future may indeed look bleak. But is, or should, 
the incentive behind the production of art ever really be financial? 
The reason the arts receive public subsidy, and that – unlike 
other investments – the ownership of art works confers such 
cultural prestige, can be put down to the motive that supposedly 
informs its making, and the function, unlike other commodities, it 
potentially fulfils. 

In a recent issue of Photoworks we featured what I think were five 
of our strongest folios to date. Of these projects, one was the 
result of a publicly-funded commission; another was final year 
BA work; another – a highly accomplished and personal project 
made over a period of years – was effectively funded via various 
commercial jobs; and one (despite being made by a significant 
figure of considerable critical acclaim) was subsidized through 
teaching.7 Only one of the projects, made by an early career 
artist, had been the subject of a commercial show; though even 
here, I imagine, any profits generated would have fallen well short 
of the money she needed to pay the bills during the two years 
spent making the work. And this has long been the reality for the 
vast majority of practicing artists.

The manner in which these artists laboured to subsidize 
their practices would seem to testify to a particular sort of 
commitment to a particular set of values that have little to do 
with money. And, just as work informed directly by sales and 
careerist instincts results (with a small number of exceptions) 
in the production of bad art – spectacular, egocentric, one-
dimensional, sellable – so this alternative form of commitment 
can sometimes result in a different and, for me, more enduring, 
practice. Speaking to a number of artists who have benefited 
from the recent period of affluence, few dispute the financial 
benefits it provided, at the same time conceding that market 
success can serve to stifle creative and critical freedom. Perhaps 
it’s a just question of value. 
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8. Peter Kennard interviewed by 
Benedict Burbridge, Grafik 177 
(September 2009).

Whilst the current economic climate may mean that 
opportunities for artists become fewer – at least as far as 
remuneration is concerned – should this necessarily translate 
in negative terms? Rather, might it allow for a re-assessment of 
the value we afford to art and the motives that inform both its 
making and reception? In a similar way, might it not encourage 
a re-thinking of the disseminatory vehicles artists seek out, and 
the forms their work assumes, the shifted climate enabling and 
demanding new and innovative means of reaching the public? 
These are processes already initiated by the rise of internet 
art, the recent resurgence in performance-based practices, 
and through a number of projects self-consciously positioning 
themselves outside the bourgeois sanctum of the gallery: 
projects geared towards a wide and varied public, not the few in 
possession of the hard cash to fund or to buy them. 

Whilst it would be naïve to expect the current slump in the 
market to prompt a radical re-examination of these values, any 
more than we might expect a significant change in the political 
system that oversaw recent financial ‘irregularities’ (the logic 
of the market which pervades all aspects of our thinking is too 
entrenched for any profound or immediate overhaul, especially 
owing to the current absence of any clear alternatives), we might, 
at least, hope that this altered climate could prompt a quiet 
re-imagining, or re-affirmation, of the reasons art is made, the 
functions it fulfils, and the sort of value we afford it. As the artist 
Peter Kennard recently put it, ‘people will need to work outside 
the art system, as the system’s collapsing anyway. People will 
need to re-think the idea of being an artist if they want to survive 
and make work.’8

—Benedict Burbridge, September 2009
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The fetishisation of Japanese 
culture has been played out through 
the decades by the West. From 
“Madam Butterfly” to films like 
“Lost in Translation”, the West’s 
view of Japanese identity is further 
clouded and fragmented. This is 
mirrored by Japanese culture itself. 
Since the 15th century the Japanese 
have viewed the West in a very 
stylistic manner, which has created 
complex and vibrant identities within 
Japan. Immigration now brings in 

a further complexity to a culture 
where everyone is considered to be 
the same. Japan has strengthened 
its position by accepting and 
assimilating other cultures, while 
differentiating itself from that which 
it is not.

contact@christianalegria.com
www.christianalegria.com 

Christian Alegria

Agitated Identities 

Above 
Aya - Victorian 2009

Right 
Machiko - Elizabethan 2009
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We wear portraits and mingle 
among other portraits. It is through 
the presence of the quasi-invisible 
photographer that the phenomenon 
of an appearing self will become 
apparent. The mise en scène of the 
display turns anonymous faces in a 
crowd into a poetic statement. Here, 
photography suggests an internal 
possibility where monologue and 
dialogue become confounded. These 
faces on the wall are caught in the 

midst of a motionless drama, a silent 
play in a dark corner of the world.

pascalancel@lycos.com

Above 
“I’m more or less in the centre”

Right 
“There will be no new arrivals”

Faces On the Wall

Pascal Ancel
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The Dying Of The Light is a body of work 
that explores the dialectic of stasis 
and mobility in non-places. Through 
the chosen locations and temporary 
interventions in the form of placed 
lighting, the work addresses culturally 
resonant socio-political issues, whilst 
also suggesting more abstract allegorical 
readings. The primary function of the 
lighting, that of a mode of social control, 
is both articulated and subverted in 
the work. It also serves as a visual 
counterpoint, the euphoric to the 
melancholic, further challenging notions 
of totality and comprehension.

With thanks to Artful Dodgers.

info@alexanderawramenko.com 
www.alexanderawramenko.com

Right 
Tipping Point 4:18

The Dying Of The Light

Alexander Awramenko





20

This work explores the collective 
memory through recreating 
American cinematographic sets. It 
uses miniatures of 1/12th scale to 
question whether they are real or 
not. It is connected to the knowledge 
and personal experience of the 
viewers who project their own 
fantasies onto the image. The work 
uses photography as a medium to 
explore truth and reality. Presented 
as a construction, an imitation 
of something real, a proposal, a 

replication of the same model that 
has in some way more value than the 
real thing, it takes the observer onto 
another level of reality: hyper-reality.

Above 
Post Office

Right 
Motel

God’s Lack:  
Faking the fake

pablobaque@gmail.com
www.peniqueproductions.com 

Pablo Baqué de Puig
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Red is The Colour is a series of 
portraits of women wearing the 
blood of their period as lipstick. 
Whilst in Western society menstrual 
blood is considered a taboo, ancient 
tribes venerated it and by applying 
it on or around the mouth to signal 
the arrival of menstrue, made lipstick 
one of the first cosmetics. Each 
woman is identified with the name 
of a lipstick commonly found at 
beauty counters. It creates an ironic 
link with the beauty industry and 

underlines that the semiotics used in 
naming lipsticks are often related to 
menstruation. 

With thanks to Artful Dodgers.

ingridbm@btinternet.com
axisweb.org/artist/ingridberthonmoine 

Above 
Still from the video ‘Midriff - version 1’

Right 
Red is The Colour

Red is The Colour

Ingrid Berthon-Moine
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Inspired by 19th century paintings, 
this work aims to be an allegorical 
journey into romantic landscapes, 
questioning our relationship with 
space and infinitude.

irinadebertier@yahoo.fr

Above 
Mountain

Right 
The Path

Landscape Study

Irina de Bertier  
de Sauvigny
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Using the sea and the tide as 
metaphors, Divided to the Ocean 
considers the divisions of time, place 
and self, as well as the potential for 
melancholy, inherent in the process 
of migration. These portraits of 
individuals who have migrated to 
England by sea are composites, 
palimpsests of 24 images made over 
a period of time punctuated by high 
water. The subsequent backgrounds 
are the seascapes of the waters they 
crossed on their arrival. Ebbing and 

flowing, the sea both connects and 
divides the subjects from their land 
of origin.

With thanks to John Jones.

james@jamesrussellcant.com 
www.jamesrussellcant.com

Above 
Basil: George Town, British Guyana 
to Southampton 1960

Right 
Kerttu: Urjala,  Finland to Tilbury 
1959 to 1960

Divided to the Ocean

James Russell Cant
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One of the versions of the myth of 
Narcissus is that his sister, whom he 
loved very much, dies unexpectedly 
in unknown circumstances. Being 
unable to come to terms with the 
loss he goes out looking for traces of 
her in the places they used to visit 
together.  

My younger brother drowned on the 
17th May 2008.

With thanks to Artful Dodgers.

Above 
Untitled (2008)

Right 
Untitled (2009)

alicjadobrucka@gmail.com 
www.alicjadobrucka.com

‘I like you, 
I like you a lot’

Text message from dad: 
‘max is dead he  
drowned come’
Sender: dad
Received: 14:20:11
17-06-08

Alicja Dobrucka
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This work explores the complex 
relationship between the body and the 
spatial landscape captured within the 
frame. The slow motion self-portraits 
explore representations of space 
and the juxtaposition of the internal 
and external portrayal of self. Using 
uncanny places and uncomfortable 
spaces, the work questions the 
emotional response to the landscape, 
while also exploring notions of 
existence through the contrast 
between still and moving image.

www.taniadolvers.mfbiz.com

Right 
Space Time Study #3

Shifting Spaces

Tania Dolvers
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Using the media of video and 
photography, these works 
deconstruct ways of looking at 
femininity and masculinity and, in 
the process, question traditional 
boundaries of gender identity as well 
as conventions of self-representation. 
By referring to recently introduced 
gender-neutral toilets, the video 
Urination Liberation challenges the 
ways in which gender stereotypes, 
such as the ubiquitous signage for 
single-sex bathrooms, have become 

symptomatic of rigid segregation. 
The series of photographic portraits, 
A Modern Bohemian, references 
Gustave Courbet’s self-depictions 
from the mid-19th century, to 
explore the notion of the artist as 
a challenging other, relating this to 
the present.

mail@kateelliott.co.uk 
www.kateelliott.co.uk 

Above 
Still from the video ‘Urination Liberation’ 

Right 
Untitled 1 from the series  
‘A Modern Bohemian’

Urination Liberation  
and A Modern Bohemian 

Kate Elliott
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Diving into a room filled with objects, 
staring at an (un-)controlled mess, 
exploring the stratums of someone’s 
life, where objects are stacked 
souvenirs and scattered memories 
and the body is overwhelmed by the 
surrounding possessions. 

doriane.frereau@hotmail.fr 
www.doriane-frereau.com

Above 
Mr and Mrs King, antique dealers.

Right 
(Close-up)

Stratums

Doriane Frereau
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“To bring out the best in 
parents, we must leave them full 
responsibility with regard to what 
is their own affair; the upbringing 
of their own family”

— D.H. Winnicott

Two Homes documents the 
parallels of my child’s two 
households and the ever-evolving 
relationships within them. Using 
comparative diptychs of seemingly 

mundane routines, the work gives 
candid insight into this alternative 
family unit and challenges the 
concept of a traditional nuclear 
family. The images illustrate subtle 
connotations of gender in each 
household, resulting in an honest 
and sometimes humorous view 
of gender relations in a separated 
domestic partnership. 

emer@emergillespie.com
www.emergillespie.com 

Above 
Furze Croft, Bath

Right 
Portland Road, Bath

Two Homes

Emer Gillespie
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In my work I am interested in how 
we read, perceive and reflect the 
photographic back onto the world. 
An additional fascination is the 
conflict between the photograph as 
physical object and intangible image, 
as material surface and infinite depth. 

In Re: Series I explore photographic 
seeing and seduction by creating 
landscapes of im/possibility. 
Working with found mirrors, taken 
to the sub-genres of woods, fields, 
rivers and coastlines, I compose 

and catch indirectly glanced at 
images in-camera. The resulting 
compositions range from subtle 
linear interventions to more marred 
disturbances that complicate the 
internal logic of the pictorial space.

info@karengrainger.co.uk 
www.karengrainger.co.uk 

Above 
Re: Alum Bay [1]

Right 
Re: Compton Verney [2]

Re: Series

Karen Grainger
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This series of portraits of mother 
and child examines the ambivalent 
feelings and fantasies mothers 
experience towards their children. 
My intention is to unsettle idealized 
and romantic representations 
of motherhood as found in the 
media, conventional paintings and 
photographic portraits. To live up to 
this idealized, culturally constructed 
identity, the mother often has to 
suppress these negative feelings 
so as not to be seen as a demon or 

unworthy. She can feel persecutory 
guilt, frustration and maternal 
depression from such feelings and 
fantasies, all of which are cultural 
taboos in today’s society.

With thanks to Artful Dodgers and 
John Jones.

hesterjones@gmail.com 
www.hesterjones.com

Above 
Look Left Look Right

Right 
Keep Still

CALL YOURSELF  
A MOTHER

Hester Jones
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‘When you look into the mirror, you do 
not see your reflection, your reflection 
sees you. ‘ 

—Edward Steichen

The series is a never-ending search 
for belonging in the world. Through 
photographing my mother the line 
between an observation of the other 
and oneself becomes almost invisible.

agatkadenac@yahoo.co.uk

Right 
Untitled

Mezzanine

Agata Kadenacy
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“… the mind of man confronts the 
old heaven and earth and possesses 
within itself the power, if it will but 
recognize and avail itself of the 
power, to transform them into a new 
heaven and new earth, by means of a 
total revolution of consciousness.”

—M.H. Abrams

info@simonekoch.co.uk 
www.simonekoch.co.uk

Above 
Sean and Nadine

Right 
ripe fruit

But We Must Cultivate 
Our Garden

Simone Koch
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A grand illusion of Europe exists 
to many as a paradise of hope. A 
chance for economic well-being and 
a better future, so powerful that it 
attracts people to risk everything to 
cross the borders.

sebakurtis@yahoo.es 
www.sebakurtis.com

Above 
Untitled

Right 
Untitled

The Promised Land

Seba Kurtis
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“O brave new world”

—William Shakespeare  
and Aldous Huxley

 
The English suburbs have influenced 
the rapid growth of suburbia across 
the USA and now China. Originally 
known as the ‘middle class flight’ 
from the centre of whirlpool cities, 
they have developed with utopian 
ideals that can be described as 
socialist and conservative. Bourgeois 
Utopia is an expanding body of work 

that reflects upon the grey area 
between utopia and dystopia, as well 
as the conflicts between the ideals 
and realities of the suburban home.

With thanks to ISIS London.

gemma.land@hotmail.co.uk 
www.jotta.com/jotta/artists/Gemland

Above 
Bourgeois Utopia, No. 42

Right 
Bourgeois Utopia, No. 15

Bourgeois Utopias

Gemma Land
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My work is engaged in exploring 
ideas around ordering, arranging and 
disruption. It makes links between the 
domestic obligation to keep house 
and the desire to make art. By playing 
within certain perimeters such as the 
picture frame, I investigate how far 
boundaries can be pushed and also 
within these boundaries how rules 
can be rearranged. Using photography 
as a material with both an illusionary 
surface and as a piece of paper, I make 
slight photographic sculpture.

With thanks to Artful Dodgers.

jessie@jessicamallock.com 
jessicamallock.com

Right 
J. Cloth (detail) 2009

J. Cloth (detail) 2009

Jessica Mallock
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“Have a painters eye. The painter 
creates by looking.”

—Robert Bresson

Interior. Day is a visual, tactile and 
metaphysical study of a particular 
space, the result of an obsessive 
recording of light and surface 
texture. Familiar sounds and subtle 
movements create a quiet rhythm 
while the static camera forms 
a series of extended moments. 

This slowness gives the shots the 
quality of a painting or photograph 
and allows the viewer space 
for philosophical and aesthetic 
contemplation

emedley@hotmail.com

Above 
Interior. Day, 2009. Production still

Right 
Interior. Day, 2009. Production still

Interior. Day 

Elina Medley
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The great classification of difference 
that appears in human society is 
organized principally by the concept 
of race. The invention of photography 
facilitated and promoted this human 
classification through allowing the 
recording, representation, collection 
and display of people. In cultural and 
social anthropology, photography 
was used to create another sort of 
archive, one concerned with the 
identification of types, and therefore, 
with social control.  The institutional 

and the personal archive are cross-
fertilizing, and both play a significant 
role in the formation of identity.

With thanks to Artful Dodgers.

marcia@marciamichael.co.uk
www.marciamichael@co.uk 

Above 
‘Type’  Portrait of Young girl

Right 
Woman Large Body ‘Type’

The Study of Kin

Marcia Michael
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This work is a result of my 
photographic practice as a whole, 
a digest of pieces that I photograph 
most often, with an attempt to find 
out why they are so important to 
me. It is a self-analysis, a story about 
my personal journey. The world is in 
a state of constant dynamic motion. 
I am trying to understand it, grasp its 
structural essence by its constants, 
the “static” parts of something that 
is passing by so fast. artssstuff@gmail.com

Above 
Untitled

Right 
Untitled

Seven Steps

Alisa Nikulina
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Invasive is an ongoing photographic 
journey through the relationship between 
the photographer, the photographed 
and the viewer. This series of portraits 
of my mother, taken during the year 
preceding a major operation, reveals the 
fast transformation of the body and mind. 
Allowed to intrude into the emotions of 
both the subject and the artist, the viewer 
is compelled to feel empathy. It is a way 
of making the viewer part of the journey 
and trying to bring dignity back through 
revealing instead of concealing.

diegopagnotta@gmail.com

Right 
mother

Invasive

Diego Pagnotta
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oiko.petersen@gmail.com
www.oikopetersen.com 

“The objects of desire are like salty 
water: no matter how much you 
drink, the thirst only increases.”

—Gyalse Tokme Zangpo (1295-1369) 

One hundred twenty three men in a blue 
T-shirt is a meditation on desire.

The blue t-shirt functions as a 
metaphor for an ideal relationship. 
It represents our expectations, fears 
and dreams.

Right 
1.II.123 
from the series 1·2·3 men in a blue T-shirt 

1·2·3 men in a  
blue T-shirt

Oiko Petersen





62

“The Third Landscape designates the 
sum of spaces where man abandons 
the evolution of the landscape to 
nature only”

—Gilles Clément 

Inspired by Clément’s theory on the 
“Third Landscape”, the series Growth 
concerns the relationship between 
Nature, personified as a female 
entity, and industrial spaces after 
they have been abandoned by human 

activities. In the contemporary city 
these leftover places represent a 
resource for Nature to regenerate: 
In many circumstances the border 
which separates the natural and 
the artificial becomes permeable 
and undecided.

anna@theredbird.org 
www.theredbird.org

Above 
Untitled from the series Growth

Right 
Untitled from the series Growth

Growth

Anna Positano
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Above 
Edmund, ‘I wondered what you[’d] make of me’

Right 
Lucy, ‘Would love to sit as a model for you!’

Image, Motive, Pose:  
Artist Seeks Sitters

mark@markrussell.me 
www.markrussell.me

Nine portraits are presented from 
the series Image, Motive, Pose: 
Artist Seeks Sitters which examines 
the mechanics and motivations of 
posing and portraiture. Classified 
advertisements were placed on 
websites calling for people to pose 
for a portrait in their home. Sitters 
chose where to sit, how to dress, and 
in negotiation with the artist, how 
to pose.

Image, Motive, Pose presents personal 
performance within an enterprise 

that treads the boundary between 
the private and the public. The 
photographs raise questions about 
personal motives and motivation, 
and point towards the wider issue 
of representation in a world where 
one’s personal image is seen as 
valuable currency.

Mark Russell





66

My body of work is a photographic 
portrait of youth cultures in 
contemporary British suburbs, 
focusing on the relationship of the 
suburban parent culture and the 
new generation as witnessed on the 
outskirts of London. 

My subjects are pictured during 
house parties against a scenic 
backdrop of the suburban world 
they are forced to inhabit. The 
images place the reality of my 
subjects in stark contrast with the 

staged element of the constructed 
set, creating a theatrical stage in 
which my subjects appear as cast, 
reflecting the disconnect between 
the youths and the flawed suburban 
surroundings shaped by their parents.

The worst of all 
possible worlds?

Above 
Bert

Right 
Stephanie

mcschuller@hotmail.com

Marie Schuller
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Relative Space looks at a family 
relationship shown in an expanded 
moment of time. The performance 
is directed by the artist, played out 
under her gaze as wife and mother. 
The claustrophobia and frustration of 
family life is reflected in the endless, 
slow repetition. As a film which 
began as still images it inhabits the 
border between the photographic 
and the cinematic; time is at its 
heart. These shifts in time, the 
empty space between the figures 

and the dissolving surface create the 
possibility of other realities, through 
which the work hopes to disrupt the 
familiar and familial. 

With thanks to Torch Computers.

chris@loweprojects.co.uk 
www.chrisstockbridge.co.uk

Above 
Still from Relative Space/Father, Son

Right 
Stills from Relative Space/Father, Son

Relative Space/Father, Son

Chris Stockbridge
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This body of work explores 
issues surrounding the mutable 
nature of the female form and the 
psychological changes that occur 
during pregnancy. Focusing on the 
split in identity and loss of a prior self, 
the work investigates the notion that 
there is a lower level of importance 
placed on the woman as soon as she 
is visibly pregnant. These images 
examine the reality of pregnancy and 
the trauma on the mother, in contrast 

to the commonly depicted glamorous 
celebrity image of this fundamental 
life experience.

With thanks to Artful Dodgers.

mail@laura-thomas.com 
www.laura-thomas.com

Above 
Kirsten, 2009

Right 
Amy, 2009

The Guardians

Laura Thomas
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My practice explores performance in 
relation to still and moving images. 
This Is An Art That Sits On Its Ass 
In A Museum records an act of 
meditation in Tate Modern’s Turbine 
Hall. Performed out of gallery hours, 
the only spectator is the cleaner 
who appears at random as he goes 
about his daily tasks. The contrast 
between physical activity and 
stillness generates thoughts about 
how different individuals relate to 
the ideological sphere of art. The 

video playfully challenges the nature 
and boundaries of art activity and 
provokes questions concerning 
transcendence through art and the 
role of the artist in society.

With thanks to Torch Computers and  
Salon Contemporary.

info@catherinewharfe.com 
www.catherinewharfe.com

Above 
Still from This Is An Art That Sits On 
Its Ass In A Museum

Right 
Still from This Is An Art That Sits On 
Its Ass In A Museum

This Is An Art That Sits On 
Its Ass In A Museum

Catherine Wharfe
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Operation Camouflage Click
Susana Medina
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Everybody is taking pictures. Documenting the moment. It’s 
dessert time. You arrive precisely at this moment. You only know 
one person. All the others are taking pictures with their mobiles. 
The event hardly exists except as a photo-shoot. What matters 
is to photographically document the moment. There is a delay in 
the experience of reality as virtuality takes over. 

Photography is the most democratic of art forms. With 
virtualization, the personal and the banal can be broadcasted to 
the whole planet and circulate to add to the prevailing jetsam 
that envelops the world. Is there a hierarchy of the banal? 
What is the difference between the uninteresting banal and the 
suggestive banal? Is it a question of composition? of framing? Of 
how light hits the banal at the moment of taking the picture? 

 Later, wandering through a show, You realise that it has 
camouflaged itself as a mixed media show. Portraiture  
looms large. 

These pictures have been rescued from an image saturated 
world. Their energy speaks of their uniqueness. There are there to 
remind you of photography’s central role in contemporary art. Art 
is in the eye of the beholder. You collaborate with the photograph. 
If conceptual art appropriated photography for practical ends, 
now photographers turn inside out the history of conceptual art 
which becomes another tradition to play with within the history 
of photography.

Photography as a pure art form, used in conceptual art, used 
in advertising, as documentation, photojournalism, these are 
directions that have been re-absorbed by these photographers in 

Operation Camouflage Click
Susana Medina
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order to posit the question: what is photography? You think about 
the classics, Edward Weston, Ansel Adams, Tina Modotti; about 
Gillian Wearing, Cindy Sherman, Jeff Wall; about photography 
and painting, not only about the way photography has carried 
on thinking about composition both taking from and enriching 
figurative painting, but also in relation to abstract painting, 
Rauschenberg, Gerhard Richter, John Baldessari. 

A chequered Vileda dish cloth which has been elevated to 
sculptural status  has being placed on a plinth. The equivalent 
of Campbell soup in the cleaning world. The supposed cloth 
is instead photographic paper printed on both sides Does 
this photograph guarantee its survival by camouflaging itself 
as a sculpture in order to survive in an environment where 
photography is taken for granted? 

Photography goes towards sculpture, it also goes towards 
movement. Photography might become video where movement 
is almost imperceptible, not a frozen moment anymore, but a 
prolonged stillness that is both stasis and movement. From a 
monitor flows a stream of present of perfect quietude. A woman 
is meditating in a public space. 80’s disco music draws you to 
another monitor. This piece is a genuine tribute to buoyant spirits, 
a burst of comical freedom that manages to capture an intimate 
moment of juvenile élan vital. 

A black and white portrait of a man also speaks of camouflage, 
in as far as the portrayed isn’t aware of being photographed; an 
anonymous person in an anonymous crowd. A stranger whose 
face is subjected to a deep inner massage has come to the 
foreground with manual manipulation in the dark room. A fusion 
of photography, painting and portraiture that takes us to Francis 
Bacon, to Rembrandt. 

Dark is the shadow that dominates a melancholic sculptural 
piece showing two male bodies, next to each other, back to back. 
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What comes to the foreground is the space between their bodies. 

A photo-documentary mourns a loss. Ever since its inception, 
one of the objectives and purposes of photography was to make 
the dead present as an image. 

A family saga takes place through portraits of a child sitting next 
to an invisible relative. The photographer has erased them from 
the final picture. A human being can never be isolated from the 
context of the moment.

If we’re transformed by each other, we’re also transformed by the 
social conditions that are thrown at us. Social matters remind us 
that we’re the subjects of history, we’re made by history but we 
also make social history. To record it, not as an external observer, 
but as a participant, is to know that you have some power to set 
the record straight. 

Social inequity also looks back at you from an archive of 
pictures of black people which returns to ethnology and early 
photography then exclusively carried out by white photographers. 
The portrayed are the photographer’s family. 

The hybrid nature of reality can’t be reduced to any one medium 
and most of these photographers conceive photography as 
something going beyond photography. The emphasis is on 
conceptual photography. You wonder whether by camouflaging 
itself as art, photography ensures its survival in a world wall-
papered with photographic images, to what extent this impulse 
towards other media is also related to the advent of digital 
photography, to the fact that everybody is taking pictures. Click.

In the middle of a recession, amidst the prevailing economic and 
political turmoil and the omnipresence of fast social photography, 
these photographs transmit an unqualified and lucid belief in 
the future of photography. If technology is forever reshaping the 
present, the photographic present here puts emphasis on what it 
is to be human. In most of these pictures something of the inner 
life of the subjects comes to life, leaving a meditative residue in 
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the air. On the whole, there is no trace of irony. Instead, you sense 
closely observed truths, mindful moments, and an emphasis on 
emotional knowledge.

The photographs you encounter here are objects whose size, 
emplacement and tangible presence matter. You walk around 
feeling the excitement of photography as an object. Like you, 
they’re documenting these moments with their minds, living 
the present as present. You leave the space with a refreshing 
aftertaste on your tongue. Energized to have gone through 
laughter, playfulness, quietude, melancholy, damage, history, 
happy at all these inquisitive gazes, all gathered in one point  
in space.

—Susana Medina is the author of Philosophical Toys, Red Tales and 
Souvenirs from the Accident. www.susanamedina.net
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Château Thénac

Artful Dodgers

Torch Computers

Isis London

John Jones

www.chateau-thenac.com

www.artfuldodgersimaging.com

www.torchcomputers.co.uk

www.isislondon.co.uk

www.johnjones.co.uk
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