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In 1982 I went to live with my brother in Cam-
borne, a town in the west of Cornwall. For cen-
turies it had been the centre of the tin-mining 
industry in the West Country, and over the course 
of several years I walked around the area, record-
ing the effects of industrialisation on the land-
scape for a piece of work, which was published 
as The Red River. I finished the project and moved 
to Devon in 1987. It was the same month that the 
last tin mine in Cornwall closed, but I’ve been 
going back, intermittently, ever since. 

The project was initially influenced by a pho-
tographic tradition that came out of the 19th cen-
tury; early topographic studies made with large-
plate cameras… documents of the landscape. I 
started off making pictures like that, and I can 
remember a day, quite vividly, standing on a hill, 
taking a photograph of a hamlet near where I 
was living, and feeling detached from the scene 
I was trying to capture. I imagined what it would 
be like to flow down that hill, to wend my way 
through the gardens and the houses. I wanted 
to make work that wasn’t just descriptive of the 
topography, but which came to describe the lives 
of the people who lived in these places, on the 
fringes of rural life; to get closer to the lived cul-
ture of the landscape.

I named the series after a stream that had 
been heavily polluted by the process of crushing 
ore, and which the project had centred around, 
but I wasn’t trying to make a comment about 
the environmental degradation of the area. I’m 
not a polemicist or a documentary photogra-
pher – I’m interested in the tapestry of the land-
scape of this unique area, the rich seam of asso-
ciation. My pictures describe, of course; they 
depict a particular part of the world – but I’m 
more concerned with how landscapes are some-
thing we imagine, something we construct. When 

we look at a photograph of a landscape, we’re 
looking as much at a projection of the cultural, 
social, historical, literary connections we have 
with that place, as we are with an actual phys-
ical landscape. The Red River was a description 
of a culture, and of a place, but also an investi-
gation of how we carry imagery in our minds.

My pictures are never planned. I walk until 
there’s something that stops me in my tracks, 
that makes me want to take a photograph. It’s 
why this new body of work, The Moth has taken 
30 years to bring together. It is a slow process 
of accumulation that shows how these mining 
districts are changing, the small details: the 
gardens, once distinctly Cornish, changing as 
garden centres started to appear; the houses 
that have been painted different colours, where 
once they were all the same; the TV dishes that 
have been installed, the plastic windows put in. 

Much has stayed the same; it still feels the 
same, but the story is darker. I am photograph-
ing, now, the residue of the industrial revolu-
tion in rural Britain; a return from a Blakean 
landscape of satanic mills to an archaic one, 
which evokes something of the richness of the 
myths, the narratives, the history of this place. 
I would never want to suggest this work pre-
sents a romanticised vision of England. We’re 
an extremely brutal, exploitative and yet inven-
tive group of people, and the English landscape 
is a horror story – industrialised, chemical-
ised, with insect and bird populations disap-
pearing. But it shows, with this historic under-
current, how extraordinarily rich and complex 
each square metre of earth is. If we can under-
stand that, then maybe there’s a chance we can 
turn things around.

As told to George Upton

Published in 1989, Jem Southam’s The Red River was a 
groundbreaking visual meditation on the industrialisation 
of the English landscape, establishing him as one of 
the most important living photographers of the genre. 
Here he reflects on a body of work – produced in the 
subsequent three decades – that returns to the site of his 
original survey in the south west of England, exploring 
the effects of post-industrial decline
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