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No-one would have imagined that everything

would be so different in 2020. The SSHoP AGM

and the meeting of the new committee offered

such promise. 525 Gallery held its first, well-

received, event of the year, and the FLOW 

Festival committee presented an application 

to the Edinburgh Art Festival for our 2020 

exhibition. The National Trust for Scotland (NTS)

special edition of Studies in Photography was sent

to print, ahead of the second Morton Symposium.

The Annan Lecture was to be held at Street Level

Photoworks. The summer edition of Studies in

Photography was being finalised, with a launch

and accompanying talk by Norman McBeath set

for the National Gallery Scotland (NGS) in July. 

Then Covid-19 changed the world. 

How are we dealing with these consequences?

The NTS special publication, The Camera, 

Colonialism and Social Networks, was printed 

and delivered to NTS on schedule, with the 

next Morton Symposium now rescheduled for 

October 2020. Order your copy of this Studies

special edition from the SSHoP website for 

£10 (£5 for SSHoP members) plus P&P.  

This year’s Annan Lecturer was to be Francis

Hodgson, Professor in the Culture of Photography

at the University of Brighton, whose presentation

has been rescheduled for May 2021. In the 

meantime, many of the previous lectures are

available on our website, alongside Roddy 

Simpson’s brief history of the series. The first 

official Annan Lecture took place in 2006, and

since then it has complemented the annual 

Photographer’s Lecture, which has always been

held in Edinburgh and given by a practitioner. 

Introduction 
Alex Hamilton 

Chair: The Scottish Society 
for the History of Photography

The Glasgow lecture has differed in that it has 

always been presented by someone involved in

photography as curator, commentator, historian 

or critic. 

The cancellation of Edinburgh’s summer arts 

festivals is another consequence of the pandemic.

525 Gallery’s proposed exhibition, in partnership

with FLOW Festival, is one of many shows 

affected. I do believe that, subject to public health

considerations, some organisations will try to

present exhibitions at short notice, with venues

like the NGS gradually opening. The SSHoP 

website currently hosts an introduction to the

FLOW exhibition, featuring some images, 

alongside details of the exhibiting artists. As soon

as it is possible, 525 will reopen to the public with

the FLOW exhibition, which will then remain with

us with us into 2021, as originally planned.

The success of the NTS publication has inspired

us to support other ventures which can combine

critical writing with photographic imagery. Sara

Stevenson has been combining her passion for

photography with her commitment to the world of

nature, with her involvement in a community plan

to take over the Astley Ainslie Hospital site and

save it from housing developers. This has led her

to promote a new publication dedicated to art,

nature, health and wellbeing. Taking up the words

of Patrick Geddes – ‘By leaves we live’, a group of

writers, poets and artists have responded to the

call. Following this summer’s launch of Leaves,

plans are already in the offing for the second

issue. The publication can be ordered through 

our website. 

The wonderful setting of the Scottish National

Portrait Gallery, where we often meet, is very

sadly missed, as nothing quite makes up for our

public events. The warmth and friendship that 

we have all experienced through the generosity

of past speakers is not easily replaced. 

Hopefully we will soon find a way to come back

together  – sharing our mutual passion for the art

of photography..

Warmest wishes – Alex Hamilton.



When drawing together the contributions to 

this issue of the journal, nothing was further from

our minds than the global crisis that was about 

to unfold. 

Topics in this issue include a consideration of

Robin Gillanders’ photo essay  Highland Journey;

Milton Rogovin’s photo documentary of 

Scotland’s mining community; an appreciation 

of the street photography of Oscar Marzaroli, and

a review of Tom Normand’s monograph on Calum

Colvin. We reprint an article by the distinguished

French curator Quentin Bajac that first appeared

in the journal in 1999 about the work of Lady

Matheson, one of the few women exhibiting 

photographs in the 1850s. When the article was

written, little was known about Matheson and 

the only examples of her work known to have 

survived was a group in the collection of the

Musée d’Orsay in Paris. Since then, an album 

of her work has come to light in Stornoway, and

we publish examples from it with a commentary

by Murdo Macdonald. 

Special features include extracts from Strath, 

a collaboration between the poet Robert 

Crawford and photographer Norman McBeath,

contemplative images from the series 88 Places

by David Williams and ‘Writer’s Choice’ by the 

acclaimed author A.L.Kennedy. 

This issue also contains elements that seem 

curiously prescient. One of our New 

Contemporaries, Christina Webber, has made

work that expresses the way in which we may 

become obsessed with and even dominated 

by the information technology at our disposal. 

We had selected one of her photographs for the

front cover while  unaware that we would soon

become effective prisoners in our own homes, 

in thrall to the devices that keep us connected to

the outside world and distracted by ‘the luminous

digital somewhere else’. John Kippen and his part-

ner Nicola Neate pronounced their intention of re-

maining in the Western Isles ‘in splendid 

isolation ... for the foreseeable future’ to continue

their project, while Iain Stewart’s evocative 

mountain and seascapes, taken just after his 

father‘s death, convey to writer Alastair Mackay

‘the optimistic sense that a storm endured is 

a storm defeated.’  

We have all been ‘armchair travellers’ of late, 

and Blake Milteer provides the opportunity of 

‘virtual travel’ through Lucy Bird Bishop’s Pass 

of Shen-Kia-Chow in China’s Sichuan Province. 

An apt choice as, in the photograph, Bishop 

‘looks ahead to a potentially treacherous 

unknown rather than behind to a successfully 

negotiated challenge.’ If it is tempting  to see 

this photograph as a metaphor for our own

predicament  – you will be relieved to know that

she made it back all in one piece! 
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We are fortunate that Sandy’s connections across

the range and diversity of Scottish photography

enabled the network to build and develop. 

He continues to be a source of knowledge and

support. Often there is no ideal time to start

something, you just do it. Well we did it, 

and continue to do it. – long may it continue.

Today, Scottish Photographers exists as the very

active Northern Cell, and a rejuvenated Glasgow

group. Communications are facilitated through

‘Contact Sheet’, an email newsletter.

Notes: Letters to Photography: notes-journal.com/.
A longer article on the History of Scottish Photographers
is available on the SSHoP website.
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Scottish Photographers is a network of 

independent photographers, established in 2001,

who meet to share and discuss their work in both

a critical and supportive environment. 

‘Independent photographers’ often worked alone,

producing bodies of work, with little opportunity

to show and share. Additionally, professional 

photographers often pursue personal projects.

Both groups welcomed the opportunity to show

to their peers. But it was the energy, enthusiasm

and drive of one man that propelled Scottish 

Photographers into existence. Many helped, but

the whole venture was imbued with the personality

of its creator, Sandy Sharp. Sandy often quoted

Robert Adams: ‘Your own photography is never

enough. Every photographer who has lasted 

has depended on other people’s pictures too –

photographs that may be public or private, serious

or funny, but that carry with them a reminder of

community’. 

(‘Why People Photograph’, Aperture, 1994).   

Initiated jointly by Sandy with Stewart Shaw, 

Scottish Photographers was more a network 

than an organisation; never having had either

constitution or office-bearers. It existed through

the freely-given time of volunteers who ran 

the website, collected and monitored the 

subscriptions and provided free images and 

copy for the magazine. Consequently, a modest

subscription was sufficient. A website carried

news and a gallery of members’ work. 

The reach of this online presence attracted 

participants and supporters from Scotland, 

England, The Netherlands, Germany, Czech 

Republic, Canada and USA.

The Scottish Photographers magazine NOTES,

named with a nod to Alfred Stieglitz’s Camera

Notes, was published two or three times a year.  

A lively editorial, news, portfolios, interviews 

with leading Scottish photographers and other

features made NOTES popular. It was edited and 

assembled by Sandy. A small number of copies

were sent to colleges, for free distribution to 

photography students. NOTES is still published

today, as Notes: Letters to Photography, making 

a valuable contribution to contemporary 

photography in Scotland. 

The backbone of Scottish Photographers is the

portfolio meetings, where individuals gather to

show work and receive insightful feedback in 

a convivial atmosphere. Meetings are still held

regularly today and provide support and 

encouragement for those striving to make 

meaningful images. There were also annual

weekend get-togethers at the Inversnaid 

Photography Centre, which were enlivened by 

the attendance of photography students. Other

initiatives included workshops and talks by 

practitioners such as Paul Hill, John Blakemore,

Tillman Crane, and Andy Biggs, amongst others.

6
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not a sound
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like repetition of one footfall after another 

enhancing the quiet absorption of private reverie.

Companionship on the hills demands special

qualities of a friend who walks at a similar pace,

maintains the same silences, affords the same

space, but who also displays the same quiet 

obsessions of landscape, wildlife and environment.

Such concordance is a rare find, with these finely-

adjusted synchronicities essential to the long,

often arduous, hours spent in a day’s walking.

That day had taken us through a glen and forest

on to a mountain we had visited many times. The

In the fading light and stillness of a late November

afternoon we descended Broad Cairn, a mountain

over three thousand feet high, separated from the

vast Lochnagar massif by the dark slopes of the

Eagle Rock looming over the deep trench of

Dubh Loch, with its north-east facing crags 

holding permanent snow. My friend is a hillwalking

partner of four decades: we are matched in our

appreciation of the extended silences, and the

capacity for wandering a fair distance away from

one another for long periods on a walk, the zen-

Above:
Nicholas Poussin 
Et in Arcadia Ego
1637  
Collection 
the Louvre Museum
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A meditation on the passage of time, the 

transience of life and the omnipresence of death

in the midst of idyllic natural beauty, Poussin’s

elaborate memento mori Et in Arcadia Ego

poignantly juxtaposes polarities of light and

shadow, innocence and experience, life and

death. Within the sylvan landscape of a classi-

cally-

inspired Arcadia a group of three shepherds 

scrutinise a vast monolithic tombstone. One

kneels, his shadow falling across the stone as his

finger traces an inscription within the darkness,

eager to discern its meaning. Another shepherd

stands over him, arm outstretched across the

tomb, absorbed in what his friend is attempting 

to decipher. Further to the right, a third shepherd

points to the inscription, but turns away in mute

appeal to a fourth figure. The three shepherds

unite compositionally in a triangle, each 

outstretched arm forming the rhythm of a quiet

circle which links one to the other. They are 

further united by the conventional rustic garb of

classical shepherds and the garlands of leaves

entwined within their hair. The troubled gaze of the

shepherd on the right is directed upwards at the

fourth figure, a tall woman more formally dressed

and detached physically and emotionally from

the group, her upright posture, austere profile and

downcast gaze lending the authority of classical

statuary: she possesses the dark knowledge that

the shepherds do not have but are about to learn,

her composure embodied in the comforting arm

she places upon the strained back of the shepherd

who turns towards her. Below, the shepherd runs

a tentative finger across the carved letters which

convey the stark message that even in an earthly

paradise the shadow of death is present. 

The painting captures the moment where the 

innocence of the shepherds is disturbed by the

realisation of their own mortality and the darkness

of Arcadia. 
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Et in Arcadia Ego: 
Photography and 

the aesthetics of death 
in a Highland landscape

Bill Duncan



wet, amongst the gravel and new snow. 

Knowing that I had been privileged to witness 

the rituals of a tightly-closed community, I was

excited by the prospects of these photographs,

despite the necessity of having had to work

quickly with little time to consider f-stops, ISO and

exposure times in the face of three fairly reluctant

deerstalkers who wanted home after a hard day’s

work. Appropriate adjustments had already been

made as we approached, assuming nothing but

hopeful of permission. In the event, the lack of

opportunity for reflection on technicalities was

outweighed by the rawness and honesty of the

final result: the occasional lack of focus or missed

detail is probably undetectable to the spectator

and, as is often the case, these shortcomings are

more than compensated for by other unlooked-

for results. I was intrigued to discover, reflected 

in the eye of one of the deer, the white cone of

Broad Cairn, its highest ground fresh with new

snow. Scrutinising further and zooming in on my

laptop, I was startled to realise that the vertical

shape, framed between the mountain and deer,

was my own form, hunched and intent as 

I pressed the shutter. The same presence was

discernible in two more photographs, and in three

others such was the clarity of eye that it reflected

the landscape: details of sky, cloud and mountain

blurred across the eye of the animal in a strange

concordance of life and death. These images

were only made possible by a complex and subtle

process of negotiation: at one point the necessary

assent appeared lacking: the alternative would

have been to rue the possibility of creating a 

permanent reminder of the experience, instead

remembering and reliving the moment through

16

familiarity of the landscape was enhanced by the

early snow which began to flicker around us

amongst the vast jumble of large grey-blue 

granite boulders that always make the last few

hundred feet up the wide dome of Broad Cairn. 

An extended pull requiring a couple of stops, and

an excuse to survey the impressive views across

Lochnagar towards the Cairngorms, the peak 

of Cairn Toul and the vast line of Braeriach’s cliffs,

increasingly discernible with height gained, in the

distance beyond. Little had stirred in the quiet of

the early winter landscape: a couple of ptarmigan

had croaked a warning amongst the boulders

near the summit, the scarlet slash of feathers

above the male’s eye the only detail that 

differentiated him from the surrounding boulders.

An arctic hare had loped across the plateau,

stopped, still as a stone, then loped again, its early

whiteness among the grey and brown 

vegetation revealing rather than concealing. 

The crack of a gunshot resonated three times

from the adjacent glen, the only disturbance to

the afternoon calm. The day had been uneventful 

in an entirely satisfying way: the spaces, silences

and conversations of good hill company, unfailingly

impressive Scottish mountain landscapes and the

indefinable melancholy which accompanies the

quiet of a November afternoon when light slowly

fades and the year turns quietly towards its death. 

Settling for an unspectacular day, we made our

way down the path towards the bothy where the

deerstalkers sometimes sheltered their ponies.

Heading over the rise momentarily concealing the

rough wooden building, our conversation ceased

and our pace slowed. Three stalkers worked 

intently beside a Land Rover, arranging the 

carcasses of freshly-slaughtered red deer. Quietly

thrilled by this sudden vision, our approach was

Et in Arcadia Ego

Bill Duncan 

anything so unsettlingly beautiful.

Acknowledging each other’s presence through

obligatory nods, my instincts urged me to 

negotiate a positive photographic outcome from

an awkward encounter. My initial tentative request

to take a photograph was met by shared eye 

contact across the three deerstalkers, and 

a series of shrugs and exhalations preceded a

shake of the head before one took the initiative,

replying: ‘You’re on the Balmoral Estate here. We

work for The Queen and we sign a contract that

disnae allow us to be photographed at work’. His

tone was not unfriendly, conveying the sense that

he was rehearsing a stock reply. ‘Fair enough. 

I appreciate that. It’s just that we’re hillwalkers and

keen on the outdoors. I’m a photographer and a

member of a group at Dundee Contemporary Arts

and your work would make a great picture’. He

nodded, but added ‘An’ we’ve had some bother 

wi’ members o’ The League Against Cruel Sports

an suchlike’. As a final attempt to win him round, 

I offered ‘Yeah, I can understand that, but I’m only

interested in gettin’ a good photograph. None o’

the other stuff. Honest’. Turning away, a brief 

consultation of his colleagues and a couple of

nods of the head indicated that his attitude had

softened. With a cursory ‘Ok, then. Be quick

though. We’re for headin’ home. It’s been a long

day’, the three set back to work and, knowing that

the scene would soon be a past event I was able

to act swiftly and take a series of photographs 

before they dragged the deer towards the Land

Rover and loaded them, leaving an elaborate 

interlacing of drips and circles, still shining and

hesitant and tentative, intensified by our proximity

to this unexpected mingling of violent death 

and intense beauty. Aware of our presence as 

potentially invasive and transgressive, we 

approached uninvited, fascinated by the 

unfamiliarity of the scene unfolding before us. 

Its theatricality held an undeniable but irresistible

voyeuristic allure to a photographer and 

immediately I was assessing its extravagant visual

potential. The complex situational grammar of 

the encounter asserted itself as soon as we 

interacted with the deerstalkers. Looking up from

their work, they registered our approach with 

reserve verging on suspicion. As we drew nearer,

the details of a primal Scottish ritual resolved into

vivid focus: the slender outstretched legs of each

animal, the polished black points of the hoof

poised like the toes of a dancer; the rufous brown

of the upper coat, fading through grey towards

the paleness of the underparts, the dense 

musculature reminiscent of the rolling contours 

of the moorland of the surrounding plateau. 

A delicate scarlet calligraphy of droplets, smears

and spatterings formed a tracery across the 

legs and hind-quarters of the animals against the

gravel of the hillside and the perfection of the

winter’s first snow. But above all, the eyes. Each

eye was innocently open, its clarity and vividness

startling and unimpaired in death. Underneath the

eye that I gazed into, the subtly-curved slit of the

preorbital gland, rendered as if with a flourish 

of skilful artistry, was closed and untroubled, 

testimony to the suddenness of the deer’s end. 

A second of time was all that divided the animal’s

life from its death. All of the alertness, grace, and

essential otherness of an animal absorbed in its

own strange world was captured in the final 

instant of its life. I doubt if I have ever looked into

17



18

memory and the fading powers of recall. 

Perhaps the most arresting image of all was 

the one I missed. I had been intrigued by the 

traditional qualities of the clothing worn by the

deerstalkers: instead of the hi-spec synthetic

technofabrics of our own North Face and

Berghaus, they were dressed in the finest quality

tweeds, appropriate to their duties on an estate

much favoured by royalty since Victorian times,

the dull browns and greens merging seamlessly

with the landscape’s tones, the highest quality

wool staying warm even when wet. Their sleeves

were heavily smeared and darkened with their

work, and when I looked up from where I had

been kneeling to photograph the deer, the 

hands of the deerstalker I had spoken with were

streaked with crimson blood, the blade of his

short gralloching knife dripping crimson onto the

ground. The combination of tweed, knife, hands

and blood created an arresting image and my 

instinct was to ask if I could take a photograph.

However, I sensed that I had already pushed 

negotiations to their limit and remained silent, 

appreciating what had been reluctantly 

permitted and foregoing what could have been

an outstanding photograph in order to maintain

the delicate rapport that had been established. 

Instead, I put my camera back in my rucksack and

we spent some time conversing easily with the

deerstalkers, who were convinced by now that

my motivations were pictorial, relaxing with their

work over and happy to share their knowledge of

Et in Arcadia Ego

Bill Duncan 

the area and its wildlife with two interested listen-

ers.

The photographs are memorials to a chance 

encounter with death in a mountain landscape:

the beauty and calm of the day disturbed by the

presence of violence and mortality, part of an 

established culture within the highland 

environment. The three deerstalkers that 

I encountered in the tableau below Broad Cairn

have their mythical counterparts in Poussin’s

shepherds. Despite their more obvious everyday

proximity to death, they share with the goatherds

and shepherds of Virgil’s Eclogues the obligation

to tend and manage flocks, disturbing the 

Arcadian fantasy by culling weak members and

slaughtering for food. Virgil’s longing for a pas-

toral dream of blissful harmony and Poussin’s cre-

ation of an elaborately-staged moment of visual

drama deny this reality, but Et in Arcadia Ego res-

onates beyond the flicker of snow against the

darkening of an early winter sky as much as

across the 

dappled glades of a sylvan idyll.

My own memento mori stares back at me, a ghost

reflected in the perfection of the innocent eye of

a dead animal, against a white mountain, framed

by weather, death and time.



soldiers, brutally imprisoned criminals and 

mutilated corpses along the road. With character-

istic generosity of spirit she nevertheless finishes

the passage stating that these moments ‘sat upon

me like a nightmare. There are other and better

aspects which dawn on the traveller more slowly,

and there is even a certain lovableness about the

people’.2 Historian Deborah Ireland has observed

that in Bishop’s effort to counter prevalent cultural

misconceptions, ‘a lot of her images are trying to

emphasise that China is not a place in decline’.3

Accordingly in this image we can see that passage

along the path has been made safer by a ‘railing’

of granite blocks. A telegraph line has also been

installed along the track, indicating the presence

of modern communications technology even in

this remote region. 

As originally presented, this image was included

in Bishop’s book The Yangtze Valley and Beyond

(1899) and was meant to be experienced in 

sequence among other photographic images 

selected to accompany the narrative of her travels

in China. By extension, the book represents the

final major volume within Bishop’s extensive 

oeuvre. Her earlier text A Lady’s Life in the Rocky

Mountains (1879) brings Bishop’s travel writing

and, in a sense, the Pass of Shen-Kia-Chow

photograph itself back around to my own 

experience.

I first became familiar with Bishop’s writing via 

A Lady’s Life in the Rocky Mountains soon after

moving to Colorado in 1995. The book recounts

her time in Estes Park and the adjacent wild area

now protected as a national park. Rocky Mountain

National Park is among the many exquisite 

geographic areas found in Colorado and sus-

tained interest for me and my family in countless

visits spanning two decades. Anyone seeking to

learn more about the region’s history and geology

will find A Lady’s Life in the Rocky Mountains es-

sential reading. Comprising letters written to her

sister Henrietta, the book chronicles Bishop’s visit

to the region in 1873. This was not only over four

decades before the national park was established

but was also a time preceding mass settlement of

the American West by European Americans. The

book accordingly records Bishop’s encounter with

raw wilderness and a cast of scrappy characters

along the way. 

Being familiar with the work of Colorado’s other

early photographers, it was an enticing possibility

to me that Bishop may have made photographs 

in the region. If so, she would have been one of

the first photographers, and certainly the first

woman, to make images in that place. Alas with

further reading about Bishop and her adventures

elsewhere in the world, I learned that she first

took up photography many years after her travels

in Colorado, stating in 1897 that it had ‘become 

a complete craze. I like it better than any other

pursuit I ever undertook’. Indeed, the quality of

photographs such as Pass of Shen-Kia-Chow and

its relationship with her descriptive text perhaps

offer some indication of the landscape subjects

that motivated Bishop and suggest the sorts of

compositions she may have constructed. 

Whilst it is futile to take fruitful speculation much

further, it is not difficult to allow her wonderfully

evocative descriptions of the Rocky Mountains 

to guide the imagination.

Over the decades, photographic images of 

memorable places have continued to provide 

a sort of virtual escape through intrigue, nostalgia

or perhaps a bit of hope particularly during difficult

times. Isabella Bird Bishop’s photography and

writing still inspire fascination for the expeditionary

spirit she represented, but also offer the promise

of future adventures for ourselves.

Notes:
1. Bishop, Mrs J.F. (Isabella L. Bird), The Yangtze Valley 
and Beyond: An Account of Journeys in China, Chiefly in 
the Province of Sze Chuan and Among the Man-Tze of 
the Somo Territory (London: John Murray, 1899, p. 214.
2. ibid.
3. Heaver, Stuart. ‘Isabella Bird, Victorian pioneer who
changed West's view of China’. South China Morning
Post, 15 August 2015. scmp.com/magazines/post-
magazine/article/1846990/isabella-bird-victorian-
pioneer-who-changed-wests-view-china.
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Isabella (Bird) Bishop,
Pass of Shen-Kia-Chow
National Library 
of Scotland, 
MS.42033.}

March 2020. As I write this article, the Covid-19

pandemic has created a global health crisis, 

necessitating ‘social distancing’ directives in

which all but workers fulfilling essential roles are

confined to home for a period of weeks, possibly

much longer. With excursions beyond local 

communities postponed or cancelled and a 

relentless daily barrage of devastating news,

many people have been utilising social media

websites to share photographic images of 

meaningful locations from their personal travels.

Since the earliest decades of photography, we

have viewed images of other peoples’ travels with

momentary interest that entertains us, or with 

enduring intrigue that compels realisation of our

own travel ambitions. From the perspective of 

our own times, historic photographs can transport

the armchair traveller to different eras as well as

places. Edinburgh-based author and photographer

Isabella Lucy (Bird) Bishop’s Pass of Shen-Kia-Chow

made in China in 1896 does just that but also

prompts me to recall the intersection between 

a meaningful location from my personal travels 

in Colorado, USA and Bishop’s 19th century visit

to that same place.   

In Pass of Shen-Kia-Chow, Bishop (1831-1904)

shows a rugged mountain gorge in China’s Sichuan

province. The view was taken part-way up the

precipitous valley slope, with the riverbed far

below and the nearest mountain peaks reaching

high above – beyond the edges of the image. 

The dizzying verticality of the gorge walls is 

reinforced by Bishop’s choice to compose the

image in portrait rather than landscape orientation.

She wrote, ‘the grand pass of Shen-kia-chao

(2900 feet) lifted us above habitation and 

cultivation into a solitary mountain region of rock,

scrub, torrents, and waterfalls’.1 That grandeur 

is underscored by the overwhelmingly bright 

sunlight saturating the scene – a quality that

Bishop seems to embrace as she points her 

lens into the sun.  

Clinging to the slope at upper right and extending

out of view into the far distance is the path along

which Bishop travels. It is perhaps our natural 

assumption to perceive this as the route the 

photographer is yet to traverse – she looks ahead

to a potentially treacherous unknown rather than

behind to a successfully negotiated challenge. 

With a keen understanding of the potent duality

of beauty and danger in her narrative, Bishop also

describes negotiation of the pass as ‘savage’ and

goes on to recollect encounters with brigands,
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Above:
Fig 1. 
John Stephens-Orr, 
Edwin Muir, 1887–1959
Poet 
National Galleries 
of Scotland. 
© The Estate of the Artist

contrast is heading out of his comfort zone, seeing

the Highlands as remote and challenging, 

a self-confessed city boy visiting a wild place 

of the imagination. Furthermore, unlike Muir 

he is frequently cut off from his surroundings 

by his camper-van accommodation with its 

mobile darkroom and by his need to spend 

many hours developing and scanning negatives

which would be subsequently printed and edited 

back in Edinburgh.  

In terms of their approach to the issues facing the

Highlands, Muir’s book is more sprawling and less

tightly controlled. He comes across to the reader

as the equivalent of a street photographer grab-

bing images as they materialise before him and

describing people, events and scenery as they

occur rather than programmatically. The precon-

ceptions which he brings to bear on his analysis,
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When one artist announces that he is inspired 

by another we are immediately curious. Is the 

inspiration technical, thematic or something 

altogether more subtle? The answer in the case

of Robin Gillanders’ Highland Journey: In the Spirit

of Edwin Muir appears at first to be straightfor-

wardly geographical and topical. Gillanders tells

us in a short introduction that he will follow a simi-

lar route to the one described in Muir’s Scottish

Journey and that, like Muir seventy or so years

earlier, will address ‘some of the major contem-

porary issues’ which the area faces. Distancing

himself a little from Muir, Gillanders adds that he

will be more systematic and less reliant on im-

pressions and memories than, perhaps disingenu-

ously, Muir claimed to be. To this end he provides

an 

accompanying gloss for each image in Highland

Journey, which is primarily a book of photographs,

in contrast with Scottish Journey, which is a work

of prose. It is of course a commonplace that an

author’s intentions are not always fulfilled, so how

do these two accounts of Highland life compare?

How exactly is the ‘spirit’ of Edwin Muir (Fig 1) 

expressed? Does Gillanders deal more objectively

than Muir with contemporary issues and does his

visual narrative parallel Muir’s verbal account? 

The two written texts reveal immediate affinities.

Both Gillanders and Muir appear to be shy, self-

deprecating men given to sly strokes of humour.

Both are culturally outward-looking but well-

connected in the intellectual and artistic 

communities of Scotland and aware of the 

country’s most pressing political and social issues.

Both delight in the beauty of Highland landscapes

and worry about changes which destroy 

traditional ways of life. Both value music and the

arts as civilising forces and decry philistinism and

blood sports. However, there are differences in

outlook and perspective too, and not only those

resulting from the passage of more than half a

century between publication of the two books. 

A major contrast is one of provenance. When Muir

reached the Highlands he was on the home

straight, closing in on the Orkney of his childhood

and leaving behind the troubling evidence of

working-class deprivation and middle-class 

repression which he had discerned further south.

His social analysis continues but the tone has 

become more light-hearted with humour both 

at his own expense and that of the tourists who

filled the hotels in which he stayed. Gillanders by
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Highland Journey: In the Spirit of Edwin Muir, Edinburgh, Birlinn, 2009. 

Edwin Muir, 
Scottish Journey, Heinemann & Gollancz, 1934. 



Following page left: 
Fig 2. 
Pass of Drumochter, A9,
the main artery into – 
and out of –
the Highlands 
©Robin Gillanders

Following page right: 
Fig 3. 
Passing Place, 
Forsinard, Caithness
©Robin Gillanders

‘window’ element, are better thought of as 

mirroring a coherent meditative response. 

They reveal an intellectualised version of the

Highlands, a classical mind mediated by an artistic

eye, just as one might expect from a friend and

collaborator of Ian Hamilton Finlay.  

The resultant vision is melancholy and austere.

Landscapes are empty and slightly forbidding;

skies look grey and the atmosphere damp, a 

climatic variation vividly described by Muir: 

‘I could almost hear the rubbing of the clouds

against the wet grass and rock and heather ...

Heavy drops lay on every blade of grass like 

a cold sweat’ (SJ, p. 204). For Muir this is a 

temporary situation; for Gillanders, more like a

spiritual condition. His is a Highland environment

which resists alteration, even when agriculture 

is practised or human culture imposed. 

To emphasise this perspective and in contrast

with his text, in which social and economic issues

are outlined, Gillanders’ visual geographies 

provide the merest hints of the contemporary. 

Instead, they show a hermetic world, sealed in

part by the choice of subject, in part by the 

photographer’s painterly attraction to lines and

parallels and to pale silvery light overlaid on 

varying degrees of shade. 

In this view of the Highlands, direction is hard to

find since signs are illegible, clouded behind

glass, blurred in the background or hidden by 

foliage. Roads cause uncertainty: the A9 at the

Pass of Drumochter (Fig 2) appears to be draped

temporarily round the hillside; the smooth-

surfaced blacktop which crosses Barvas Moor,

Isle of Lewis, seems to lead nowhere; the single-

track road by Forsinard, Caithness is flanked by 

a bullet-holed ‘Passing Place’ sign which, with its

ambiguous  name,  bears more than a hint of

menace (Fig 3). Although he discusses them in 

his commentary, Gillanders has rendered various

energy sources almost invisible: a home-made

wind turbine on Ardnamurchan is obscured by

trees (Fig 4), the Laggan hydro-electric dam is 

upstaged by a finch, the telegraph poles on 

a Lewis horizon resemble a miniaturised 

Via Dolorosa. The inhospitality of the land is hinted

at by buildings which are in ruins, while 

intact dwellings are shown as unwelcoming or 

inaccessible: a caravan is fenced-in (Fig 4), 

a castle is walled-off, the doors and windows of

urban properties are shut. Man-made barriers

make little impact with sturdy dykes running in

straight lines, enclosing nothing (Fig 5). It is as

though even the most aggressive forms of fenc-

ing are ineffectual against the elements, as in 

Kathleen Jamie’s poem ‘Skeins o geese’4: “Wire

twists lik archaic script // roon a gate. The barbs

// sign tae the wind as though // it was deef.”  

The same sense that the individual is 

overshadowed if not overwhelmed by a living

space which is dominant and difficult persists in

many of the portraits, most notably in the study 

of crofter Allan Macrae of Assynt (Fig 6). In this

image his strong, yet worn face is seen as 

integrated with the hills which loom behind; 

elsewhere it is vegetation which is on the brink of
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notably his socialism and his view that Scotland’s

loss of independence had contributed to a long

decline, are applied to situations as they arise

through penetrating observations, framed by

lightly-worn cosmopolitanism and erudition. 

For example, the atmosphere in an Inverness 

tea-room reminds Muir of Monte Carlo while 

evidence of the Clearances leads to an outline 

of Goethe’s thoughts on the Highland regiments

and observations of Orkney farms prompt an 

assessment of agricultural best practice.  

Gillanders is, as he intended, more systematic. 

He tells us that he mainly decided in advance

what he wanted to photograph and almost 

always worked to this pre-established agenda 

of topics and themes. In addition, his choice of 

a large format camera meant that each frame 

had to be prepared with care and that situations

had to be set up rather than captured on the hoof.

The level of control which he exerts over the 

visual content of his book is exemplified by the

fact that some images were made much later,

after due consideration of perceived gaps in the

discourse. Highland Journey is also very carefully

structured overall, consisting of twenty-five 

portraits and twenty-five landscapes, all made 

to cohere through the use of subtle visual links. 

In addition, the portraits fall into natural groups

designed to be representative of Highland life.

One group shows people either in their places of

work or with the tools of their trade around them,

for example the cooper John Richard seated 

beside a mountain of barrels; another shows

friends or contacts who live in the Highlands, for

instance former student Craig Mackay who has

set up a photography business in his home town

of Brora; a third exemplifies the cultural diversity

of contemporary Highland life, for example the

Durness craft workers Nicola Poole and Ludo van

Muysen, respectively South African and Belgian.

The landscapes in the book are less easy to cate-

gorise but also consist mainly of images which in

some way evidence human activity, for example,

roads and vehicles, walls and fences, hotels and

houses, castles and monuments, power lines and

telegraph poles, signposts and notices, often with

symbolic undertones.  

Highland Journey is thus very different in structure

from Scottish Journey. A more striking divergence

is one of tone. Although his text, like Muir’s, is 

fluent, current and at times pedagogical, covering

a wide range of topics, the images in Highland

Journey are only tangentially informative, choosing

to employ metaphor and symbol, closer in style to

Muir’s poetry than to his prose. Like many of

Muir’s poems, the prints in Gillanders’ book 

have an archetypal quality which belies the 

documentary impulse behind them. Seen on his

website1 without explanatory text, Gillanders’

landscapes look timeless and even his portraits

bear little evidence of the decade in which they

were made. Using Szarkowski’s idea that 

photographs can be either mirrors or windows2

we can say that, in the same way that Muir’s

poems mirror an imagined world - as in his idea 

of the interiorised ‘fable’ abstracted from the

‘story’ of lived experience3, the images in 

Highland Journey, while including a documentary
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Opposite left:
Fig 4. 
John Dobson’s 
wind turbine, 
Kilmory, Ardnamurchan
©Robin Gillanders

Opposite right:
Fig 5. 
Dyke, Loch Broom 
©Robin Gillanders

Following pages:
Fig 6. 
Allan Macrae 
(1939–2013), 
crofter, and Chair 
Assynt Crofters’ Trust 
©Robin Gillanders

Fig 7. 
Pearl McKenna, 
(and Nipper) 
The Royal Oak, 
Dufftown 
©Robin Gillanders

taking over. People are seen alone or at most with

a few family members or fellow-workers. There

are teenagers but no sign of new life in the form

of infants or small children. Subjects stare out 

at us warily, hands hidden or arms folded 

defensively, not willing to take too much time

away from the task of making a living in a 

challenging world. Pearl McKenna of the Royal

Oak in Dufftown is a good example (Fig 7). 

In an image full of echoing geometry, circles, 

rectangles, verticals, horizontals and diagonals,

perhaps suggesting the maelstrom of shapes 

experienced by customers after a long night in

the bar, Pearl is seen seated at a small table 

taking a momentary break from work, looking

cautious and quizzical. Her dog stands guard 

both on the table and the wall behind. Her 

industriousness is signalled by her bare arms and

readily available spectacles. She leans forward 

as though ready to rise to her feet if needed even

though there is no evidence of the regulars who,

Gillanders tells us, ‘crowd the bar in the evenings’

(HJ, p.23). The absence of Pearl McKenna’s 

customers is paralleled by the missing audience

in the portrait of musicians Aly Bain and 

Phil Cunningham and of the hotel guests at 

Jean Urquhart's The Ceilidh Place in Ullapool. 

All these subjects are metonyms of the Highland-

based activities with which they are associated

but this is indicated statically through context

rather than by movement and social interaction.

We are in a controlled and aesthetically-shaped

environment. 

And so, to return to my original questions, the

conclusion must be that in the images which he

presents Robin Gillanders does not provide quite

the comprehensive documentary record which 

he intended, giving us neither the objectivity

which we find, for example, in the work of Werner

Kissling, nor the vibrancy which is present, for 

instance, in Charles Delcourt’s images of Eigg5 .

However, he does reanimate the spirit of Edwin

Muir not only in his cultured and thoughtful text

but also in the fifty classic images which, as he

hoped when he chose to use a large format 

camera with black and white plates, transcend

the everyday and ephemeral in an obvious 

parallel with the work of Paul Strand on South

Uist6. It is now ten years since Highland Journey

was published and a little longer since the travels

on which it is based were undertaken but even if

he were to repeat his journey now, as ever more

tourists spill off cruise ships and ply the NC500, 

I think it likely that Gillanders would again give us

a Highlands of his own making, one which is more

akin to Edwin Muir’s fable than to the story told in

Scottish Journey. 

Notes:
1 https://www.robingillanders.com/
section675779_558435.html
2. John Szarkowski, Mirrors and Windows: American 
Photography since 1960. Museum of Modern Art, 1984. 
3. Edwin Muir, The Story and the Fable: An Autobiography.
Harrap, 1940.
4. Kathleen Jamie, The Queen of Sheba, Bloodaxe, 1994.
5. Studies in Photography, Winter 2018, 70-75.
6. Paul Strand, Tir A’Mhurain: the Outer Hebrides of Scotland.
Aperture, 2004.
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the other way, and you see the world’.

When I first became aware of the photographs of

Iain Stewart, the humanity bled through. Working

on editorial jobs, he was quite unlike a news 

photographer. He was patient, unobtrusive, polite.

Doing portraits, he didn’t impose. He illuminated.

Iain created a series called Self Portrait, in which

celebrities were asked to sketch their own 

likeness, and were then photographed with the

cartoon. This was long before the smartphone

selfie. It wasn’t about posing. It was an act of 

disarmament, and the results were startling. 

It didn’t matter whether the subject could draw.

They were forced to make a decision about how

they wanted to be seen. Mostly, the portraits

acted as a two-way mirror. It was a playful 

interrogation, an act of consent. It was fun, not

therapy. Though, on at least one occasion, the

subject decided that not being seen at all was

better than submitting to this casual confession. 

Years later, on a visit to the Photographers’

Gallery in London, I was shown a quite different

side to Iain’s work. There, in an imposing folder,

were some of his large format landscape photos. 

Actually, landscape isn’t right. These were

seascapes. More accurately, they were horizons,

photographed with such coolness and distance

that the Earth became abstract; colour scarred 

by a line. But where were the people?

The lines are messier on Iain’s recent work, 

the focus less razored, but the photographer’s 

intentions remain. It may seem like a logical 

absurdity, but the storm-lashed landscapes of

INNER SOUND are as meditative and self-

reflective as any self-portrait. There’s a painterly

condensation in the images, a mizzle of Turner, 

a fret of Rothko, and maybe a musical echo or two.

You might detect an element of masochism in

the deteriorating conditions, as the photographer

ventures through inhospitable landscapes to 

far flung coasts; or you might just accept the

metaphorical logic and concede that life gets

messy, and that there is no such thing as bad

weather, only inappropriate clothes. The writer

Robert Macfarlane observes: 

There’s something original and ambitious at    

work here; a shard-like hard-cutting between 

image and place and text. Sometimes it’s 

bewildering - but then that’s true of the places 

Stewart is fascinated by as well. There’s 

a winter-chill to the mountain photographs,

and a storm-ferocity to the seascapes, that’s   

born of somewhere between muteness 

and confusion.

If biography helps, the pictures were the result 

of a painful reflection on the death of Stewart’s 

father, after a slow retreat into Alzheimer’s dis-

ease. As with any act of poetry, the purity of the

artist’s intent points to something more universal.

Death is the starkest part of that equation, and

while there is no diluting its finality, there are

comforts to be found in the swells and eddies of

the tide, 

in the life cycles of rain and renewal, and the 

optimistic sense that a storm endured is a storm

defeated. That experience can be savoured and

passed on so that the journeys of others may feel

less perilous. 

These pictures are storm warnings. But they 

also follow filmmaker Agnes Varda’s famous 

formulation. ‘The tool of every self-portrait is the

mirror’, Varda said. ‘You see yourself in it. Turn it
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Many of the recent seismic events within UK 

politics have their origins within the fact that 

immigration is seen as problematic. Economic 

migration throughout the world has always been

a central factor of our lives as human beings. 

In particular, it can be argued that migration from

the European Union has been mostly responsible

for creating the Brexit phenomenon. Contempo-

rary demographic changes suggest that most is-

lands are in need of new people. Throughout

Scotland there is an urgent need for increasing

numbers 

of ‘economically active’ individuals (aka taxpayers)

to pay for essential services including those 

necessitated by a population increase of 85%

amongst those aged seventy-five or more over

the next twelve years. Brexit, with its restrictions

on the free movement of European workers 

and the overall tightening of immigration across

the UK restricts migration to all areas of the UK, 

creating particular problems for Scotland which,

clearly and understandably voted to remain within 

Europe, as alongside other perceived merits, 

it benefited from the economic contributions 

of social and economic migrants living within 

Scotland. The extraordinary situation of a UK 

government almost totally unrepresented within

Scotland is without precedent and is unjustifiable,

particularly when its policies are mainly focussed

upon the South of England thereby largely 

overlooking the special provisions necessary for

Scotland, together with those English counties

furthest from London, and the other principalities

currently within the Union. 

The newer inhabitants of the Western Isles have

travelled here for many different reasons. Most

understand that this is a special place with unique

characteristics and that although there are 

traditions here to celebrate there is also the need

for a different kind of sustainable future based on

realistic economic developments. The traditions

of farming and fishing have long been the 

mainstay of the islands, but, in the main, these are 

no longer economically viable on a small scale.

There is a need for new kinds of economic activity.

Contemporary developments include the 

industrial-scale harvesting of resources such 

as weed gathering and fish farming, many are

employed in a range of jobs and many have 

more than one job at any time. It is the increasing

provision of high speed internet facilities however,

that may change the relationships between

places and occupations most profoundly. This 

development above all, promises a different kind

of rural existence where location is linked to 

cultural factors and international realities rather

than to topographic ones.

All places are special in that they are initially

places without names, and identities have been

sought and created for them. The many 

representations of the islands suggest that they

are considered to be beautiful and peaceful, 

mysterious and limitless in its possibilities and

that these are major reasons that new people

wish to move to the islands or even to visit it for
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In this Day and Age was developed from an 

invitation to participate in an exhibition of works

that in some way referenced the art of fly fishing.

The exhibition Zulu on the Machair references

both a popular and effective design of wet fly 

together with the particular geography of the

Western Isles. The Machair is the strip of sandy

fertile soil on the western side of the islands that

provides fertile land for farming and in the spring

and summer months bursts with every colour of

wild flower. The exhibition, curated by Professor

Keith McIntyre was staged at Taigh Chearsabhagh

Gallery and Arts Centre at the ferry-port of

Lochmaddy on North Uist. 

Whilst staying on the island and participating in

the talks programme occasionally interspersed

with bouts of fishing, fly tying and casting 

demonstrations, it became clear from listening 

to local people that many of those living on the 

islands were not indigenous to the islands but

were migrants of various kinds. At least, in the

popular imagination, the inhabitants of the Uists

are known for having a long tradition of Gaelic

speaking and having an occupational, symbiotic

and autochthonic relationship with the island 

environment. The new occupants of the island, 

although from many different places and 

countries, had English as a common language

and were very much an important part of the 

island community.

Paul Strand’s seminal publication Tir A Mhurain

(Land of Bent Grass, from a traditional song) was

made in South Uist, the larger of the islands. It is

considered to be a master work in photography

and is still to be found in a number of outlets

across the islands. It was made in three months 

in 1954 when Paul Strand, together with his wife

Hazel Kingsbury Strand (also a photographer) 

arrived in April at Lochboisdale where they stayed

in the local hotel, using it as a base from which to

make their work. They were assisted by the local

priest, and the resulting work has an aesthetic

that forever fixes those people within the context

of their time and their surroundings. It creates and

reflects a virtuous circle of people and place with

a celebration of traditional values and virtues. 

It is also considered a paradigmatic work of 

modernist photography that has been much 

emulated since the original was published. 

Many of those represented in Tir A Mhurain

have been revisited and re-photographed and

filmed, but given the new circumstances that 

I encountered, it seemed that there was room 

for a new kind of approach to representing island

people and places. This would include reflecting

demographic and cultural shifts within the 

economic and social contexts of the islands.
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In This Day and Age
A Photography Project 

in the Western Isles
John Kippin and Nicola Neate   



Right:
Andy Anderson 

Below:
Untitled

Opposite top:
Rosie Blake and 
Raphael Rychetsky 

Opposite below left:
Sheenagh Patience 

Opposite below right;
Untitled
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active methodology.

Although we are both photographers, we were

able to bring different additional skills to the 

project, and although we had not previously

worked together with a single focus, we devised 

a strategy that we both felt was appropriate. This

initially included moving from Newcastle-upon-

Tyne to North Uist for an indefinite period and

basing ourselves in Lochmaddy on North Uist. 

We agreed that the object of the project was 

to deliver a book publication that would be 

co-authored in all of its aspects. Setting up a 

social media and website platform, both to inform

local people of what we were doing and to 

inform those further afield of our progress would

be an essential ingredient, along with a blog in

which we recorded the story of the development

of the work alongside providing a summary of

what it was like to live and work on the island. 

We also agreed that in addition to making our

work, we would become a part of and contribute

to the community in which we are now living in

any way that we could. We have been welcomed

in every possible way. 

We arrived in Lochmaddy on 16th February 2019.

During that time we have contributed to a 

symposium, given talks about the project and

other works, run practical workshops, made

greetings cards, written articles, worked at 

packing fish, photographed a number of events

for others, fed sheep and participated in

PechaKucha presentations (organized by the 

inestimable Rosie Blake, photography lecturer at

UHI). Nicola has been regularly teaching on UHI’s

Fine Art programme, on which I have conducted 

a number of tutorials with the students. We have

both joined working groups to develop local 

darkroom and print facilities.

We have worked with individual members of the

community to plan and to create portraits with

them. We discuss our thoughts and sometimes

make suggestions but are always responsive to

any thoughts or suggestions they may have. We

all understand that a portrait is an entity created

by both the photographer and the sitter. It is not

reality. Neither are the eyes a window to the soul,

but we can say something about these people 

in this time using their input as an essential 

ingredient in these stories. Nicola and I have

evolved a way of working that is complementary,

and gives us an equal say and input in making 

the images. We will be staging a ‘work in

progress’ exhibition at Taigh Chearsabhagh in July

2020 

together with a conference entitled ‘Imagining an

Island’ later in the year. This is intended to bring

expert new voices and a range of debates to the

issues associated with the representation of 

islands and their communities. It is our intention

that much of this discussion and debate will be

available online and we are keenly aware that our

work will provide a useful and important legacy. 

We are currently living in splendid isolation on 

the edge of a sea loch with our two cats and are

continuing our project which develops at an 

island pace (No hurry in the Hebrides!) and intend

to remain on the island for the foreseeable future.

41

holidays. It is important that places such as the

Western Isles hold a precious and shared 

existential experience for all of us. These are 

reasons that are important in themselves and

they represent a place in the making, one that 

has not been compromised by history.

In his essay accompanying Tir A Mhurain

Basil Davidson describes the landscape as 

... a place of small land and long, low horizons      

melting into the mist of heaven, of whispered    

echoes on the ocean wind, of endless possi    

bility of giving out and taking in: a place with  

out boundaries, without limits, of glittering sea     

and obsidian sky, obsessive ever – present 

sky: of gleaming waves and blue – white   

cloud, slow Atlantic surf or fearful flattening 

gales or the small winds of summer; and it 

contains within itself a kind of beauty and a 

sense of beauty and a sense of peace that are 

unforgettable.

land of bent grass, land of barley, land where 

everything is plentiful ... Must it remain a dream

of olden times?

This nostalgic version of the Uists must indeed

‘remain a dream of olden times’ but the important

questions are defined by the forces that have

shaped our modern age – those forces of 

globalisation, communications and finance 

that have affected all parts of the world. 

The microcosm that is Uist is no exception. 

Geographer Doreen Massey describes places as

being bound up with the histories that are told

about them, and the ways in which those histories

are told. She critically adds that ‘the identity of 

a place is not inevitably destroyed by new 

importations’ and in many ways, this particular 

observation is the key starting point for In this Day

and Age a publication project to (re) photograph

the island with special regard to representing the

new settlers there within their contemporaneous

social, economic and environmental contexts.

Such a project requires a new approach and it 

became quickly clear that a project of this scale

and complexity could not be undertaken by one

person working alone. I discussed the project 

with Nicola Neate and we agreed to work 

together. A funding application was made to the

Leverhulme Trust to create a body of research 

entitled ‘Landscape, Identity and Community’ and

was successful in raising enough capital to make

the project a reality. It is important to mention and

to thank Andy McKinnon, Filmmaker and Curator

at Taigh Chearsabhagh, and Professor Keith 

McIntyre from the University of the Highlands and

Islands (UHI). Both made important contributions

towards developing and supporting the project. 

It was at this stage, that it was possible to 

understand the scale and to fully focus on 

the complexity of such a project, safe in the

knowledge that at least, the project was viable.

Nicola Neate and I agreed to work together on 

all aspects of the work. We agreed that a project

of this scale and complexity would be like no con-

ventional portrait or landscape project but would

require a different, more co-operative and inter-
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Castle, was graced by a deer park. There, on the

Matheson estate, most of the photographs of the

Orsay set must have been taken: the first pictures

- very much worn salted paper prints dating from

sometime around 1855, i.e from the very beginning

of Lady Matheson’s photographic career  – as well

as the more sophisticated group portraits of 

albumen prints that must have been made a little

later, circa 1860.

Who did she learn from? No one knows. And yet

she was one of the first women to be accepted in

a photographic society, The Photographic Society

of Scotland (PSS), on the very year of its creation,

in 1856, and to have had her work presented from

the first, at its yearly exhibition. Let’s simply recall

that in England it took seven more years for 

Lady Hawarden, whose photographs have some 

common points with some of Lady Matheson’s

pictures, to be made a member of the 

Photographic Society of London in 1863. Nothing

surprising indeed for a lady of the British 

aristocracy to be an amateur photographer in the

second half of the eighteen-fifties, though the fact

was still infrequent. In England, within the 

Photographic Exchanger Club, Lady Augusta

Mostyn (1830-1912) and Lady Caroline Nevill

(1829-1887) had set an example in the early fifties

when both had presented works at the first 

photographic exhibition organised in London by

the Society of Arts in 1852.4 Commenting upon

the pictures presented in 1856 by Lady Matheson

one art critic wrote somewhat condescendingly: 

‘I would also desire to recommend to the attention

of the lady visitors the beautiful groups by Lady

Matheson of the Lews in the hope that some of

them may be induced to cultivate an art which

forms so elegant and interesting an occupation’.

And yet within the PSS Lady Matheson is not the

only woman. In 1857, the President of that society,

Horatio Ross, a great photographer and hunter,

mentions that it ‘can also boast of having several

ladies on the list of its members’5. Apart from

Lady Matheson, a Mrs Ross is also a member –

any link with Horatio Ross? One year later another

critic points out that ‘the attractive character of

photography is fully evinced by the devotion of

several of the softer sex to the pursuit. Of these

perhaps Lady Matheson and Mrs Ross are most

remarkable’.6

The six salted paper prints in the Orsay museum7

must date back to the earliest photographic 

ventures of Lady Matheson, circa 1855-1856, at

which period she had eight prints shown in the

PSS exhibition, mostly portraits, and especially

group portraits, a genre she was later to be

renowned for. Some of those have points in 

common with compositions shown in 1856 in

which, according to a contemporary critic, 

Lady Matheson sets her characters ‘under the

walls of her well-built castle...’. Such is the case

with Sir George Denys at the foot of steps leading

to the house showing a seated young man, gun 

in hand near a dead deer (fig.1), a minor variation

on the Horatio Ross hunting photographs of the

same years, recalling the description by two 

critics of a Lady Matheson photograph exhibited

in 1859. The first writes: ‘The four studies no. 236

including the portrait of Lord Campbell with gun

in hand and rigged out in knickerbockers are 

excellent’, while the second finds that ‘a frame 

of studies by Lady Matheson is interesting, 

particularly the portrait of Lord Chancellor 

Campbell standing beside the deer which the

learned lord killed in Scotland in 1858, and 

obviously well satisfied with the feat which he has

performed’.8 The model for the Orsay print has

been identified as one of the Denys sons, but the

print’s chemistry being far from perfect could this

be that very print? The suggestion may not be far-

fetched, traces of mat on the print showing it has

been framed and probably exhibited for a while.

Only at the second PSS exhibition, in 1857, does

Lady Matheson dare venture away from the fields

of portraits and show pictures set in the 

surrounding countryside, portraits close to the

genre scene: A Picnic at the Glen or The Angler at

Rest, which have unfortunately disappeared. In

1859 at the third PSS Exhibition she shows several

photographs, some of which titles clearly classify
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In 1985, at a public auction in London, the Musée

d’Orsay acquired a set of photographs attributed

to Lady Mary Jane Matheson (1820-1896) glued 

to separate folios and apparently coming from

family scrapbooks once belonging to 

Lady Matheson’s elder sister, Lady Denys.

The set included mainly ‘six rectangular salted

paper prints, of various sizes up to 20 x 16 cm,

representing members of the Denys and 

Matheson families, friends and relatives, and nine

vignetted albumen prints approximately 15 x 13 cm

depicting the daughters of Lady Denys in romantic

poses, playing chess and other roles, or in groups

with their mother and relatives’1. The set of plates

bore pencil and ink inscriptions identifying most

of the models, seemingly the work of Sir Francis

Denys-Burton, the younger son of Lady Denys. 

A few other sheets seemed more directly linked to

his personal history, e.g three views (photographs

and engravings) of school buildings where he had

studied. Completing the set was the reproduction

of a drawing depicting a villa in Capo di Monte, as

well as a few scraps. In its diversity of subjects 

as well as techniques, the set was quite 

characteristic of British aristocratic families’ 

scrapbooks in the 1850-1880 period, some of

whose members – often women – were amateur

photographers.

Among the museum’s set of photographs and

more particularly among the fifteen portraits 

we are concerned with, only two are explicitly 

ascribed to Lady Matheson by a handwritten 

legend on the sheet they are mounted on, and

yet it seems that the attribution to the whole set

to Lady Matheson, as made in the 1985 sales 

catalogue, should be upheld. Most if not all the

photographs were really taken in Stornoway, the

Matheson fief, from the 1850 onwards.2 Though

Lady Matheson’s name was fairly well known in

the Scottish photography milieu in her lifetime

and more particularly in the second half of the

1850s, it is nowadays forgotten, mainly on account

of the near complete loss of her production and

of the consequent difficulty of assessing its extent.

Scattered over the years, the only other trace of

her works, apart from the Orsay museum’s, is that

of a set also put up for a sale by Phillips in London

in 1986, and probably proceeding as well from 

the Denys family.3 Alas this set has not been 

located so far. [at the time of writing – ed] 

Only the Orsay’s remaining photographs can 

testify to Lady Matheson’s talent until further

works reappear, as they are bound to do.

Lady Mary Jane Matheson née Mary Jane 

Perceval, of Canadian origin, had in 1843 married

James Matheson (1796-1878) who had returned 

to settle in Great Britain for reason of health after

making a fortune with his company, Jardine 

Matheson & Co, in Indian cotton and in opium. The

year he married he was made a Member of Par-

liament for Ashburton, succeding his former asso-

ciate William Jardine. In 1844 he bought the island

of Lewis, off the north-west of Scotland, 

for £190,000, and at the end of the 1840s had 

a residence built in Stornoway, by an architect

named Wilson. In 1851, this residence, Lews 
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Right:
Fig 3.
Lady Matheson
Adelaide and Elizabeth
Denys dressed in black. 
Early 1860s. 
Albumen print from 
glass negative. 
(PHO 1985 75 19)
Family Album of 
Lady Jane Matheson,
Paris Musee d’Orsay, 
acquired at auction by 
the Musees Nationaux 
in 1985. 

Right:
Fig 4.
Lady Matheson 
Adelaide and Elizabeth
Denys, wrapped 
in a shawl.
Early 1860s. 
Albumen print from 
glass negative. 
(PHO 1985 75 16)
Family Album of 
Lady Jane Matheson,
Paris Musee d’Orsay, 
acquired at auction by 
the Musees Nationaux
in 1985.

45

Right:
Fig 1.
Lady Matheson 
Portrait of one of the sons
of the Denys family’(?)
About 1855. 
(PHO 1985 75 10) 
Family Album of 
Lady Jane Matheson,
Paris Musee d’Orsay, 
acquired at auction by 
the Musees Nationaux 
in 1985. 

Right:
Fig 2.
Lady Matheson 
Adelaide and Elizabeth
Denys playing chess.
Early 1860s. 
Albumen print from 
glass negative. 
(PHO 1985 75 20)
Family Album of 
Lady Jane Matheson,
Paris Musee d’Orsay, 
acquired at auction by 
the Musees Nationaux 
in 1985. 
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fingers, and call her "Summer", but it won't do, 

Mr Rejlander; the lady isn't Summer; there is    

strong evidence somewhere that she is 

Miss Jane Brown or Sophia Smith, and the   

drapery, a blanket, and all the rest of the 

thing as it was and not what you wish it 

appear to be.11

It is obvious that Oscar Gustav Rejlander’s art is

frequently recalled in Lady Matheson’s work. The

staging of the Denys sisters photographs, with 

a curtain to make the scene more theatrical, and

the draped balustrade, recalls a number of his

compositions and especially Non Angeli sed Angli

and also of course The Two Ways of Life, (which

was indeed exhibited at the 1858 Photographic

Society of Scotland show). The use of vignetting

also recalls some of his late eighteen-fifties 

studies of women, while the positions of the

Denys sisters’ hands evokes Rejlander’s Hands: 

a study of 1856. Let us note by the way that in

switching from the portrait of close relations to

genre scenes or those with a narrative or even 

allegorical bent, Lady Matheson was not alone.

This switch was characteristic of the evolution 

of British amateur photography in the latter part 

of the 1850s, mainly under the influence of 

professional photographers – especially Rejlander –

and of the High Art Photography movement12.

Thus when in 1858 a critic praises Lady Matheson’s

photographs for their delicacy and the influence

of the great Dutch masters, he is already using a

cliché of photographic criticism in his time. Part 

of Lady Matheson’s production therefore echoes

in a minor way those incursions into the realm of

genre, a more specifically British occurrence in

the decade from 1855 onwards, which would be

continued into the 1870s by another woman, 

Julia Margaret Cameron. Despite its shortcomings

and missing links, the work thus remains, through

its resonance an interesting – if not major –

testimony to the tastes and aspirations of an 

amateur woman photographer in Great Britain 

at the end of the 1850s. Let us hope the present

article may prove the first step towards a more

complete rediscovery.

Quentin Bajac Musée d'Orsay

The author would like to thank Julie Lawson, 
for communicating several reviews concerning 
Lady Matheson taken from British newspapers 
of the 1850s, without which the writing of this article 
would have been impossible, and Jean-Loup Bajac 
for his translation.

Notes:
1. London, Phillips, March 27 1985, n° 241. 
2. Information derived mostly from the Stornoway 
Historical Society Bulletin, n°2, Spring 1994. My grateful
thanks to secretary, Frank Thompson, for communicating
it. It seems also that the Stornoway Historical Society 
has an album with photographs depicting the Matheson
family in the 1860s. The photographs are said to have
been taken by one of the nieces of Lady Matheson. 
3. London, Phillips, October 29 1986, n° (unknown). The
set was thus described in the catalogue: ‘Lady Matheson:
An album titled The Past to the Present, presented by
Lady Denys to Eliza Denys in 1874, mostly comprising
scraps dating back to 1830’s including albumenised 
salt prints and salt prints by Lady Matheson, most a.f, of
guests and views at Château de Veauce, clerics, children,
elderly women, her husband Sir James Matheson, etc,
various sizes, circa 1855 with pencil sketches, cut-out
prints, letters etc...’ 
4. cf. Grace Seiberling and Carolyn Bloore, Amateur 
Photography and the Mid-Victorian Imagination, Chicago,
Chicago University Press, 1986. 
5. The Edinburgh Evening Courant, January 17, 1857. 
6. The Scotsman, December 25, 1858, concerning the PSS
Exhibition. 
7. Those six pictures, slightly albumenized,  are portraits of
Lady Matheson with her husband and her daughter (1), of
her mother, Anne Mary Perceval (1), of her brother-in-law,
Sir George Denys(1), of the latter’s son (1), and of close 
relations the Hounstowns (2). 
8. The Scotsman, December 17, 1859 and 
The Photographic Journal, February 15, 1860. 
9. All the negatives have been printed on the same 
paper watermarked 1862. Lady Matheson stopped 
exhibiting at the PSS in 1859. Would she for all that have
stopped practising photography? We therefore propose
to date those views circa 1860. 
10. My thanks to Frank Thompson for this piece 
of information. 
11. Thomas Sutton, Photo Notes 9 (15 March, 1864), p.80,
quoted in Stephanie Spencer, O.G. Rejlander: 
Photography as Art, Ann Arbor, Michigan, 
UMI Research Press, 1985, p.68. 
12. This distancing from everyday occurences can be
seen to work in two directions: in a realistic vein with
genre compositions and various narrative scenes, and 
in a fanciful, unrealistic vein with collages and 
photomontages, the work of women photographers
among others (Lady Filmer, Lady Georgiana Berkeley),
see Hist.of Photo.
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them as genre, e.g The Lesson. From this 1859-1860

period, or possibly from the early eighteen-sixties

must come the nine albumen prints9, group 

portraits taken indoors at Stornoway: one portrait

of the Denys family, one of Lady Denys and two 

of her daughters, one of the latter with two

friends, and finally six pictures showing two of

Lady Matheson’s nieces, Eliza and Aelaïde Denys.

Their sophistication both in technique and in com-

position contrasts with the slated paper sets. They

come close to professional photography in many

respects: through the choice of albumen paper

for development and above all through 

vignetting, a common practice of professional

photographers at the end of the 1850s. Those 

pictures may indeed have been taken by Lady

Matheson and later developed by a professional

photographer. But there are other signs of 

professionalism besides the technical ones: the

somewhat rigid attention brought to composition

and above all the type of setting used, with 

the studio background simulating a country 

landscape and curtains framing the scene, both

characteristic of studio photography at the time.

This will obviously lead to questions about the

identity of the photographer: are those latter 

pictures really Lady Matheson’s and were they 

really taken in Stornoway as stated on the 

mounting sheet? In spite of differences from the

previous set we seem bound to answer yes to

both questions. Indeed all of the characters did

resolve around the Mathesons in Stornoway and

were probably regular visitors to Lews Castle:

thus Mrs Hutchinson who appears in one of the

photographs was the wife of the Reverend Hely

Hutchinson, Rector of Saint Peter’s Scottish 

Episcopal Church, Stornoway, from 1856 to

1859110. The theme of two young women, here

the sisters Eliza and Adelaïde, had previously

been 

represented by Lady Matheson in her first 1856

exhibition, with the picture entitled Two Sisters 

at the Cave, Stornoway. In 1858-59 a portrait of

two young ladies was exhibited. It is interesting 

to see Lady Matheson take up a theme which is 

obviously central to Lady Hawarden’s work in

those years. It no longer illustrates the way a

mother looks at her daughters but the way an

aunt looks upon her nieces, and yet the theme of

the double and of the silent communion between

two souls is ever present.

Indeed, just as with Lady Hawarden, some of

Matheson’s photographs seem to go beyond the

strict genre of the portrait and to enter the field 

of the narrative, albeit one which is unspecified. 

In the absence of explicit titles, giving those 

pictures a precise meaning is often a difficult

thing: the two young girls who play chess (fig.2)

seem to be a variation on the classical genre 

‘The Chessplayers’ (which however used to 

present male models), a scene that was 

particularly easy to transpose into photography

on account of its static character. Two other 

pictures show offerings: Adelaïde presents a

flower to her sister Eliza who turns away. In the

first picture the two sisters are all dressed in

white, in the second they are both wearing black

(fig.3), which vaguely suggests a scene from an

amateur play such as British high society used 

to indulge in. Finally, three other pictures (fig.4)

showing with slight variations one of the young

women pressing her forehead against the other’s

cheek, while both are draped together, seem to

be allegorical from nature without really straying

from realism. Thomas Sutton’s criticism, aimed 

at Oscar Gustav Rejlander’s photographic art in

1863, could apply to them: 

you may find some wonderful young woman,  

and wrap her artfully in a blanket, and pose   

her voluptuously and arrange daintily her taper   
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in 1857 that Quentin Bajac notes as ‘unfortunately

disappeared’. (Fig 4) Someone has neatly 

underlined the word ‘simple’ and added an 

exclamation mark, for although the print is faded,

this is clearly a substantial meal with tables, table-

cloths and food and drink for several guests com-

plete with kilted highlanders in attendance. All the

victuals and furnishings had to be 

transported half a mile or so from the castle 

to the banks of the river Creed, so – as the 

exclamation mark implies – if this is simplicity 

it is more the simplicity of Marie Antoinette rather

than that of Goldsmith. But although that may 

remind one of Lady Matheson’s super-rich status

and its contrast with the often extreme poverty 

of the crofters of Lewis (and they would rise up

against the Matheson chief bureaucrat, Donald

Munro, in due course), it doesn’t detract from her

absolute commitment to the photographic

process in its early years. Elsewhere in the album

there is a less faded image of the same picnic

scene taken from the same viewpoint, and that

also must be a candidate for the picture exhibited

in 1857. (Fig 5)

In some ways the relatively unsuccessful 

photographs are among the most interesting.

Early photographers had difficulties in capturing

distant landscapes under wide skies particularly

with light reflecting from water, but Lady 

Matheson persists. She includes two such images

in this album. Both are images of Stornoway 

harbour. One looking out from Lews Castle to 

Arnish is indeed modest by today’s standards, 

but what it represents is Lady Matheson’s 

participation in the beginnings of a tradition

seascape photography brought into being by hard

work and many failures. (Fig 6) She captions it

with a line from Thomas Campbell’s Pleasures 

of Hope: ‘tis distance lends enchantment to 

the view’. The other image is more substantial,

looking across Stornoway harbour towards 

Goat Island, and retaining detail both in the 

foreground landscape, complete with figure, 

and to some extent in the background seascape,

but still very much a work in progress. (Fig 7)

This album by Lady Matheson gives a unique

glimpse into early photography as itself a work 

in progress. Its restoration makes possible an 

intriguing glimpse of those early years. 

All images, from the collections of Museum nan Eilean.

The album is held at Lews Castle in Stornoway in the
archives of Comhairle nan Eilean Siar.

Note:
1. The annotations are in at least two different writing
styles. It is possible that Lady Matheson revisited the
album with more commentary at a later date (and a 
less fluent handwriting), but there seems to be another 
writer also.
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Old photograph albums are always interesting,

but one recently restored and now returned to 

the Isle of Lewis is of more interest than most. 

It is the work of Mary Jane Perceval (1820–96),

more usually known by her married name of Lady

Matheson, having married Sir James Matheson in

1843. The following year Sir James’s profits from

the opium trade in China enabled him to buy the

Isle of Lewis and build Lews Castle overlooking

Stornoway. Lady Matheson used the 

opportunities of wealth to facilitate her own 

creativity, and the result was a body of pioneering

photographs made from the mid-1850s onwards.

Her significance has been widely recognised, not

least through the acquisition of several works by

the Musée d’Orsay in Paris in 1985. That led to

Quentin Bajac’s invaluable re-assessment of 

Lady Matheson’s work, which was published in

Studies in Photography in 1999 and reprinted in

this issue. 

The album offers further insight into Lady 

Matheson’s work. On one level it is a family album

replete with intriguing written comments below

images which show relatives and guests and 

retainers in the environs of Lews Castle. (Fig 1)

That is of considerable interest in its own right.

But the wider importance of the album in terms 

of the history of photography is that it is the work

of a pioneering amateur photographer, whose

work, as Quentin Bajac points out, was informed

not only by her awareness of professional 

photographers of the day, but by contact with

other photographers. She became a member of

the Photographic Society of Scotland in 1856, 

the year of its foundation.  It is unusual to see a

photograph that is the very first to be made of 

a particular place, but most of Lady Matheson’s

are just that. (Fig 2) 

She illuminates her work with quotations, 

introducing the whole album by adapting lines

from Alexander Pope: ‘Whoever thinks a faultless

book to see, / Thinks what ne'er was, nor is, nor

e'er shall be’, emphasising her awareness of the

experimental and incomplete side of what she 

is doing.1 A second introductory quote is from

James Thomson: ‘But who can paint / Like 

Nature? Can imagination boast, / Amid its gay

creation, hues like hers?’ and again one senses

her keen awareness of the limitations of the novel

process she is using. But at the same time she is

fascinated with the possibilities of that process. 

A quote from Byron reminds one of her interest 

in capturing Highland landscape: ‘Oh! There is

sweetness in the Mountain Air, / And Life, that

bloated Ease can never hope to share’. 

It accompanies an outdoor group portrait, 

including a man in full Highland dress, apparently

the Matheson family piper. (Fig 3) At the same

time it is a fine image of rock and moorland. 

Another work in the album is accompanied by

lines from Goldsmith: ‘Blest be that spot where

cheerful guests retire’ and ‘Blest be those feasts

with simple plenty crowned’. It seems very likely

that this image is the Picnic at the Glen exhibited
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Right:
Fig 3. 
'Oh! There is sweetness 
in the mountain air'.

Right:
Fig 4. 
'Blest be that spot'.
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Right:
Fig 1. 
Mrs Hutchison and 
Aunt Helen in the 
glass Colonnade.

Right:
Fig 2.  
Boating party.
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Right:
Fig 6. 
'Tis distance lends 
enchantment to 
the view'.

Right:
Fig 7. 
Stornoway harbour.
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Above:
Fig 5.
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Looking back, revisiting and retracing

In 2014, I was in Bilston, a former mining village in

Midlothian, where I had heard about a celebrated

but short-lived miners’ social club known locally

as the Casino. I was visiting the location as part of

initial research, for what I had hoped would be a

new photographic project.1 Bilston’s vernacular

style of housing has similarities with other 

Scottish mining villages and small towns. This

alone might have accounted for that strange 

feeling of deja-vu when I viewed the photographs

of the American social documentary photographer

Milton Rogovin (1909-2011) for the first time in 

the Print Room of the Scottish National Portrait

Gallery, Edinburgh.2 Looking at his monochrome

Opposite:
Nicky Bird
Untitled, 2014 

Right:
Milton Rogovin
Untitled  
from
Family of Miners, 
Scotland 1982
©1952-2002 
Courtesy 
The Rogovin Collection,
LLC, and 
National Galleries 
of Scotland

portrait of an unidentified man crouched down

among his prized onions, I was drawn to the 

background detail of garden sheds and houses. 

Was I, inadvertently, over 30 years later, following

in Rogovin’s footsteps? This portrait, in common

with all 56 of his photographs in the National 

Galleries of Scotland’s collection, has a simple 

yet evocative title, Family of Miners, Scotland 1982.

The photographer purposefully did not provide

specific names of individuals or locations. 

For Rogovin, this is the viewer’s role: 

Once you have studied the pictures for a  

while, they begin to speak […] I’ll have to ask 

you to write your own captions. Look at them 

closely. Look into the people's eyes and let 

them speak. They tell you about their lives.3

6160

Shadowing Rogovin: Retracing
Family of Miners, 

Scotland 1982

Nicky Bird

Nicky Bird discusses a photographic project 

in development, reflecting on a series of 

photographs made by the American photographer

Milton Rogovin (1909-2011) who travelled through

the Scottish coalfields for three weeks in 1982. 

Within two years of his Family of Miners, 

Scotland 1982 the miners’ strike (1984-85) took

place. Over 30 years later, the cultural and 

physical landscape shown in his photographs 

has dramatically changed. 

Drawing on Rogovin’s photographs and his own

words about his practice, this photo-essay begins

to explore how the processes of looking back, 

revisiting, and retracing touch upon the collective

memories and social histories of others.



Rogovin’s desire to create portraits ‘showing these

people as workers, members of a family’,5 as well

as demonstrating his photographic method of

making two portraits of the same individual. 

The notion of ‘family’ works across the diptych,

that at first glance appears to be defined by male

labour identity and the ‘at work’ is above ground:

the miner is with others, his headlamp hanging

from his belt, possibly in a lamp room of a colliery.

There is a trace of a smile as he looks directly at

Rogovin and not into the camera lens - the effect

of the twin-lens medium format camera, where

the photographer looks down into the viewfinder

rather than through it as in the case of an SLR. 

In the companion portrait, the same miner is 

photographed with his wife and young daughter

who stand in front of a fire place. Behind them 

is a display of artefacts – a picture of a battle, 

ceremonial swords, photographs of Orangemen,

portraits of Glasgow Rangers footballers - all 

associated with Protestantism.6 By bringing the

two photographs together, Rogovin creates 

a multi-faceted portrait of this man. For the 

present-day viewer, these photographs may 

acquire other meanings shaped by a knowledge

of the history-to-come, first-hand memories of

the miners’ strike (1984-85) and its aftermaths.

The young girl is one of many children 

photographed by Rogovin who would grow up

through the strike and where all members of a

family – man, woman, child – would in, different

but connected ways, find themselves in a

changed world.7
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Opposite and right:
Milton Rogovin
Untitled  
from
Family of Miners, 
Scotland 1982
©1952-2002 
Courtesy 
The Rogovin Collection,
LLC, and 
National Galleries 
of Scotland

Looking back

The series Family of Miners, Scotland 1982

belongs to Rogovin’s Family of Miners (1981-1987),

an extensive body of work that took place in

countries such as the USA, the former USSR and

Cuba as well as Scotland. Rogovin’s photographic

practice had social and political purpose, to give

voice to those he called ‘The Forgotten Ones’.

From steel to coal workers, he had been 

photographing individuals and struggling working

class communities since the 1950s. In 1957, his

left-wing activities led to him being summoned to

the House Committee on Un-American Activities,

seriously damaging his own business as an 

optometrist: ‘my voice was essentially silenced, 

so I decided to speak about problems through my

photography’. By the time he arrived in Scotland

and travelled through the Scottish coalfields in

September 1982 with his wife Anne, Rogovin had

already witnessed the closure of steel mills in the

USA and the consequent impact on communities

he had photographed.4

Turning attention to the diptych of a miner at work

and at home with his wife and daughter, it is not

difficult to see why Rogovin’s work is frequently

discussed as in the tradition of Lewis Hine, Walker

Evans, and W. Eugene Smith, a photographic 

lineage that Rogovin himself identified with. 

However, a closer look at his two portraits may

detect an air of informality that departs from more

‘objective’ photographic approaches. These 

photographs are compelling examples of 
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Above right:
Nicky Bird
Untitled, 2018 

Right:
Milton Rogovin
Untitled  
from
Family of Miners, 
Scotland 1982
©1952-2002 
Courtesy 
The Rogovin Collection,
LLC, and 
National Galleries 
of Scotland
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Revisiting, retracing

The questions surrounding specific names, 

locations and how Rogovin came to Scotland

stayed with me. Four years later, in 2018, I would

eventually view his un-digitalised letters, 

photographic contact sheets and prints in the 

Library of Congress, Washington, USA. 

The letters evidenced how the photographer 

had arranged his visit through the National Union

of Mineworkers initially with Mick McGahey, 

President of the Scottish Area, who in turn made

practical suggestions about the arrangements. 

Individual names and places were revealed in 

Rogovin’s letters of thanks that followed his return

home after the three week visit, during which 

he had shot 61 rolls of film. Rogovin was excited

about the results. Three years later he credited

the greater depth of his portraits of Scottish 

miners, when compared with his portraits from

other countries, to the way union organisers 

encouraged his participation in going to pubs,

dances, backyards, and gardens.8 Consequently

the series became a wide portrait of Scottish

communities from East Ayrshire to Fife. 

With photocopies of the contact sheets and my

own transcriptions of the letters, I returned to

Glasgow. I talked to a colleague about my visit,

who mentioned that her partner’s grandfather had

been an NUM full time official. When she sent me

the name of Alex Doolan, I was astonished to see

from my notes that this was the man who had

met Milton and Anne Rogovin on their arrival at

Prestwick Airport. From that moment of serendipity,

I have been meeting with his son John, who has

been instrumental in shaping my own 

understanding of Rogovin’s 61 contact sheets. 

A former miner and committed communist 

himself, John put names to faces, places and 

collieries, specifically to the contact sheets that

transpired to be of East Ayrshire. This process 

of naming and identification brings with it 

other kinds of information, such as pit closures 

unconnected to the 1984-85 strike, but which

helped establish where Rogovin was. For example,

the photographer was at Highhouse Colliery in

Auchinleck, East Ayrshire, which would close

within a year of Rogovin’s visit. His final contact

sheet was first thought to be related to the Roger

Mine on the border between Dumfries & Galloway

and East Ayrshire – now discounted, as the mine

closed in 1980. Rogovin’s quietly beautiful 

photograph of East Wemyss in Fife, with the 

pithead at the end of the street is probably

Michael Colliery, which had closed in 1967 

following a disastrous fire in which nine men 

died. Surface structures would not be removed

until 2001.9
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Looking back, revisiting, retracing

In addition to East Ayrshire and Fife, Rogovin and

his wife would also spend time in Midlothian.

When I was in the Library of Congress, the village

of Newtongrange with its distinctive Dean Tavern,

was one place I instantly recognized. On the back

of Contact Sheet No.52, in Rogovin’s handwriting

is ‘Willie and Elizabeth (Newtongrange)’, one of

the few notes that provide names to a portrait.

This information does not prevent close attention

to the final print that the photographer would

make. The couple affectionately hold hands in

front of the fire place against a backdrop of bold,

floral wall paper, Elizabeth in a patterned floral

dress. The mass-produced Boots print Tina (1964)

by J H Lynch (which has now acquired vintage

kitsch status) hangs above the fireplace behind

them, and behind Elizabeth is a birdcage and food.10

Newtongrange is now the location for National

Mining Museum Scotland, and during my 

research visits we discussed the photographer’s

work, and my findings so far. I mentioned two

NUM receipts I had seen in Rogovin’s Library of

Above:
Tweet image, 2019 
Newtongrange 
Community 1st 

Opposite:
Milton Rogovin
Untitled  
from
Family of Miners, 
Scotland 1982
©1952-2002 
Courtesy 
The Rogovin Collection,
LLC, and 
National Galleries 
of Scotland

Congress papers, which evidence the 

photographer’s donations during the Miners’

strike.11 Rogovin’s own name is then found in the

museum archive of NUM minutes from 1984,

which meticulously recorded donations until the

task became overwhelming.12 When I met Village

Voices, Newtongrange’s reminiscence group, they

identified a wealth of names, including their own

relations, in the contact sheets.13 They 

also helped plot the photographer’s movement

around the village, walked me around and 

identified the neighbours’ houses Rogovin had

visited. The group also did their own close looking

at Rogovin’s photographs, when they visited the

Scottish National Portrait Gallery for the first time.

While they noted that few prints are of 

Newtongrange, this did not prevent recognition 

of shared experiences and memories being 

triggered by details in the photographs. 

In response to a portrait of a couple with a 

coal fire in the background, one group member 

recalled how her father, before leaving for the 

pit, would lay out her school clothes to warm 

by the fire. 
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Revisiting, retracing

In this photo-essay, the processes of looking

back, revisiting, and retracing with the work of 

Milton Rogovin have begun to touch upon both

personal and collective memories as well as 

social and political histories. Thirty-seven years

have passed by; within two years of Families of

Miners, Scotland 1982 the miners’ strike (1984-85)

took place to resist the pit closures and the 

deliberate running-down of coalmining in Britain.

Ongoing legacies of the strike, consequent pit

closures and de-industrialisation also mean that

responses to Rogovin’s photographs are often 

defined by the miners’ strike and its aftermaths.

Throughout this development period, I have 

encountered both a sense of weariness that any

new project is too late – as in ‘they are away now’

- to a sense of urgency that there is history yet 

to be told. Yet building up a picture of the 

photographer’s visit to Scotland is leading to a

complex contemporary picture of communities,

people, place – and politics - prompted by his

contact sheets. Shadowing Rogovin: Retracing

‘Family of Miners, Scotland 1982’ has much in 

common with previous projects of mine, where

processes of looking back, revisiting, retracing

bring specific memories and histories that 

eventually lead to the final artworks. The form

these take will be determined by continuing with

this journey across Scotland’s coalfields, with 

Milton Rogovin’s photographs, and the people 

I meet on the way. 
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Left:
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Untitled  
from
Family of Miners, 
Scotland 1982
©1952-2002 
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The Rogovin Collection,
LLC, and 
National Galleries 
of Scotland

Notes :
1. This became the photo-essay 'From Car Showroom to
Casino: A Midlothian Site of History,' in A.Vermehen (ed),
True North: From Documentation to Re-writing History, 
34-43, Helmsdale: Timespan, 2016.
2. This also began a continuing conversation about the
work of Milton Rogovin with Anne Lyden, Chief Curator,
Photography, at the National Galleries of Scotland. 
The collection can be viewed at https://www.national-
galleries.org/search/artist/milton-rogovin. In 2014, the
collection was smaller, with a significant enlargement 
of prints gifted in 2018.
3. For the full quote, and its context, see James Wood’s
introduction to the exhibition catalogue Milton Rogovin:
Lower West Side, Buffalo, New York. Buffalo: Albright-Knox
Art Gallery, 1975, and cited in this link, which explains 
Rogovin is quoting Kurt Tucholsky, a German-Jewish
Journalist of the Weimar Republic: https://www.burch-
fieldpenney.org/exhibitions/exhibition:12-05-1982-01-
30-1983-working-people-photographs-by-milton-rogovi
n/
4. See Melanie Herzog, in Milton Rogovin: The Mining 
Photographs, Los Angeles: J. Paul Getty Museum, 2005,
115-118; Also, see the episode from the Channel 4 
documentary series Rear Window ‘Images of Atlantis: 
the photography of Milton Rogovin,’ 21 July 1992. Di-
rected by Peter Wollen and produced by Tariq Ali. Note
the left-wing credentials and reputations, in the era when 
Channel 4’s radical reputation would be on the wane. 
According to an interview with former Scottish miner
Alec Mills, Rogovin had warned Mills of the potential 
destruction of the mining industry, based on his USA 
experiences. My thanks to Robin Connelly for his work 
in discovering this film. 
5. Milton Rogovin: The Forgotten Ones. Buffalo and Seattle:
Albright-Knox Art Gallery and University of Washington
Press, 1985
6. There is much more to say about these two portraits,
not only if we attend to the full quotation indicated in
Note 3, but also I refer to conversations I have had with
Jim Phillips, Senior Lecturer in Economic and Social 
History, University of Glasgow. See his book, Scottish
Coal Miners in the Twentieth Century, Edinburgh: 

Edinburgh University Press Ltd, 2019.
7. For in-depth analysis of the miners’ strike, its legacies
and de-industrialisation in Scotland, see for example 
Jim Phillips Collieries, Communities and the Miners' Strike
in Scotland, 1984-85. Manchester University Press: 
Manchester, 2012; and Ewan Gibbs, ‘The Moral Economy
of the Scottish Coalfields: Managing Deindustrialisation
under Nationalisation,’ c.1947-1983, Enterprise & Society,
19:1, 124-152, 2018.
8. Milton Rogovin: The Forgotten Ones, 1985, p.17
9. See Canmore records for Michael Colliery, https://
canmore.org.uk/site/53967/east-wemyss-michael-
colliery. From my on-location conversations with former
miners, such as Iain Chalmers (Fife) and John Doolan
(East Ayrshire), there is much more to say about the
iconic role of the headframe in Scotland’s regeneration
and memorial work.
10. Willie is also photographed at work by Rogovin, most
likely in Monktonhall Colliery, Midlothian: https://www
nationalgalleries.org/art-and artists/91526/scottitish-
miners?artists%5B27623%5D=27623&search_set_offset=12.
11. Rogovin’s letters show that he sent photographs to
Alex Doolan in December 1982 to be distributed to those
he had photographed. Between 1983-1984, he was 
in correspondence with Mick McGahey and Murray 
Johnson of Stills, Edinburgh, about a possible show, 
including a touring exhibition of the photographs to the
communities that he had worked in. Two receipts, each
for $100 dollars, were to the Scottish Area Strike Fund,
1984. In letters between the photographer and Johnston
throughout 1985, a Stills show for Edinburgh International
Festival, 13-27 July is confirmed, touring then to the 
Midlothian areas of Lasswade and Roslin; Clackmannan,
Clackmannanshire and Lochgelly, Fife.  
12. Thanks to the research of Robin Connelly and support
from David Bell at National Mining Museum Scotland.
13. My introduction to Village Voices was made possible
through the help of three key women: 
Julie Read, Fiona Horne and Rhona More. 

Nicky Bird’s forthcoming solo show Legacy, an exhibition
of photographic projects from 2007 to 2020, was due to
take place at Street Level Photoworks, Glasgow from
July to September 2020 – now to be rescheduled sub-
ject to Covid-19 public health guidance.
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Rebecca Milling
Calculated Construction V
2014
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Above:
Calculated Construction VIII
2014
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Rebecca Milling grew up in South Wales, and has

spent the majority of her life living and working in

Scotland. Working with photography and film, she

has had a sustained interest in our relationship

with our environment and performance within it.

She has recently published a limited edition book,

Exit, and exhibited at The Royal Scottish Acad-

emy, 525 Gallery, Edinburgh, Street Level Pho-

toworks, Glasgow; Stills, Edinburgh; Peacock

Visual Arts, Aberdeen; Generator, Dundee; and

Edinburgh Art Festival amongst others.  

This particular series by Milling represents a 

practice and thinking that exists outside and

alongside photography. Milling spent a period 

of time learning the scientific glass-blowing 

technique at North Lands Creative, Caithness 

as part of a Royal Scottish Academy of Art 

Residency. Through her work with this material

she developed shapes that were reminiscent of

distorted hollow magnifying glasses, supported

and lengthened by narrow tubes of glass. They

present as figurative in scale and dimension

against a backdrop of Caithness sky.

The two bodies of work she developed, though

linked are counterintuitive in their effect. Reflective

Construction has a delicacy and romanticism that

relates to her early transparent self-portraits in

the landscape. The delicate glass sculptures 

tantalise with glimpses of multiple reflected self

portraits, ephemeral and indistinct. Calculated

Construction, the second part of this project

demonstrates a muscular, proactive engagement

with the material. Calculated Construction shows

Milling not only breaking the glass sculpture, but

seemingly approaching the camera through the

flying shards. The image should appear 

dangerous, but is in fact, interactive and positively

exhilarating. The act of destruction represented

here is playful. This work began with ideas 

stimulated by watching children building towers

for the sole purpose of the joyful smash. There 

is no ambivalence to it. The two pieces very 

succinctly demonstrate two approaches to 

creativity that are not as polarised as one might

assume.

Beginnings and endings come to mind when 

considering the idea of destructive creativity.

Here the two sets of images do the opposite 

of how they may initially appear. The tiny red 

reflections in the garland of glass bulbs are as if 

in memoriam. The smashing of the sculpture is an

expression of a pure life force. Milling’s presence

in these images is not a destructive one, but is 

instead playfully engaged. The shattering of glass

is not an unmaking. Calculated Construction

extends the liveness of the image beyond the

freezing function of the photograph. 

Performance for the camera has always been 

integral to Milling’s work, even in the absence of

herself as subject. It is this particular practice of

photography that has the autonomy of an event

itself. Here the photograph and the performance

are neither the outcome or the process: both

smashing and photographing are momentum 

and pause in a continuous and ongoing exchange

of transformation.

In the end, these images offer any number of rich

readings. Themselves being reflections of how

the compression of time in photography and the

unpredictability of a moment caught can reveal

the full import of the event.

Cordelia Underhill
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Above:
Calculated Construction IV
2014

Opposite top:
Reflected Construction VI 
2013

Opposite Below:
Reflected Construction VII
2013
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‘The nitrogen in our

DNA, the calcium in

our teeth, the iron in

our blood, the carbon

in our apple pies were

made in the interiors 

of collapsing stars. 

We are made of

starstuff’. 

Carl Sagan, 

Cosmos

Just as philosopher Edmund Burke would claim

greatness of dimension as awe-inspiring, the

struggle to comprehend the seemingly infinite 

division of matter into ever smaller particles was

for him, likewise a cause of sublime feeling in

which, ‘we become amazed and confounded 

at the wonders of minuteness; nor can we 

distinguish in its effects this extreme of littleness

from the vast itself’. 

Using macro photography, individual fragments 

of my grandfather’s remains may be transformed

into an alien, lunar landscape upon which a distant

sun rises and sets. In the photograph, a black hole

emerges in which the void left by the other is made

evident, questioning the print as a sublime object

where one is reunited with a primordial memory

before the Big Bang when all matter was one.

For Immanuel Kant, the sublime was not to be

found in any object of nature – for no infinity to be

found in the cosmic landscape could match the

infinite scope of the human mind. By comparing

the remains of my grandfather to the infinite 

expanse of space, one may perceive the sublime

as residing not only in the liminal space between

the finite edges of the photographic print but also

in the limits of the human imagination.

For millennia, space has provided a vivid backdrop

for those wishing to perceive a final resting place

for the departed. For Plato, the universe was 

constructed in concentric spheres to which we

are reunited in death. For the French writer 

Flammarion, distant worlds were viewed as a

space where the dead could voyage psychically

to be reincarnated. In the mid-1990s such 

fantasies of a reunion with stellar matter in 

death appeared to have finally traversed into 

reality by the advent of space burials in which

human remains were launched physically into

outer space. 

Beginning with the NASA space shuttle Columbia,

the remains of Star Trek creator Gene Roddenberry

were carried into space before being safely 

returned to earth. On April 27th 1997, the American

company Celestis began regularly-scheduled

space flights containing cremated remains, the

first of which were carried on a rocket orbiting 

the earth every ninety-six minutes before burning

up on re-entry in May 2002. Today, companies

offer a range of services for the bereaved to

launch cremated remains into earth’s near orbit,

with their final resting-place being the lunar

surface, deep space or back on earth.

Inspired by the photographic experiments of 

the 19th century Swedish playwright August

Strindberg, my practice seeks to echo this grand

tradition of the sublime in which all the wonders

of the universe may be perceived in the tiniest 

of particles. From the remains of the beloved, 

one may perceive the building blocks of the 

entire universe.
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I created Digital Noise with my smartphone 

during periods of high-stress sleeplessness, in 

a particularly exhausting period of my life. I don’t

think that the technological capacity of my phone

was responsible for this feeling of ’burn out’ but 

I do believe that this potential for perpetual 

connection amplified it somewhat. Writing at

length about this work, even seeing it in print, feels

a little bit wrong - this wasn’t made to be printed

at all. It’s not that I don’t want to talk about this

project or these ideas, but simply that wringing

them through the processes of writing, sharing,

editing, cropping, publishing and printing feels

contextually counter-intuitive. The authority 

imbued in the manufacture of the journal 

you’re holding and the number of stages in its 

collaborative production stand at odds with the

instancy and ephemerality of the digital subject

matter, and to some extent, the desperation with

which it was conceived.

I threw Digital Noise into Instagram in the 

small hours of the morning, appealing to the 

impersonal reach of an online image forum to

turn my experience into something universal. 

At the time I was desperate to contribute to 

the creative industries from my position as an 

art graduate and full-time barista. With the 

introduction of the internet to our most intimate

spaces, there is no clean break between work

and leisure, clamour and quiet, private and public.

Somewhere between waking and sleep there

now stretches a glowing limbo of scrolling where

many of us find ourselves jostling with a to-do list,

an entire world of aspiration, accessible from our

bed sheets.

But how to confront this new claustrophobia,

when lying awake? Digital Noise redirects this

frenzied energy by pushing the camera’s capability

to see to a burning pink breaking point. Emulating

this feeling of ‘too-muchness’ by stretching the

image’s digital data mirrored my own body running

on empty, and my own boundaries pushed to

breaking point. The need to work hard in my 

day job (ten hour standing shifts with a twenty

minute break) collided with a desire to engage

with the creative industries existing somewhere

above that. I was incapable of saying no to 

opportunities because I so badly wanted to justify

my right to operate in a creative space and prove

my desire to be there. Due to the convenience 

of digital technology it became difficult to enforce

effective boundaries between work and rest. 

I created a web of commitments for myself 

too vast to fulfil, accompanied by the ongoing 

knowledge that I was not fulfilling them. I was 

always one step behind, always rushing for the

next deadline, always apologising for being slow

to respond, always standing at a microwave 

waiting for it to ding with a customer waiting,

grinding my teeth and feeling my phone buzzing

in my back pocket. You can temporarily kid 

yourself that writing emails in your pyjamas is

‘down time’, but I was consumed entirely by the

idea that I was never doing enough, reading

enough, saving enough, making enough –

and fundamentally, never ‘finished’. 
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When I describe this phenomenon to others, 

I am either met with recognition and relief or a

kind of quizzical blankness. The integration of 

online and digital technologies to expand our 

capacity for communication and our threshold for

labour has hit hard and fast for my peer group –

but yet seems to barely be a glimmer for others. 

I try and explain this sometimes, the endless list

of things I feel obliged to do or apply for, and

people look bemused and ask why I don’t just

turn my phone off sometimes, or say no when 

offered opportunities that will exhaust me. I don’t

think it’s that simple. We are always reachable,

and therefore always conscious of being available

to others; apps, emails and targeted marketing

notify us our attention is needed elsewhere and

compete to be addictive. Simultaneously, social

media presents us with an unending reel of

lifestyle scenarios to compare ourselves to, 

hundreds of hypothetical realities conjured every

day. Furthermore, the convenience of having an

office in your pocket takes easy advantage of

those aspiring to break into an industry, or climb 

a career ladder, because there is no limit to the

amount of work you can put in in private. Perhaps

I am a glutton for punishment (or acceptance, or

success) but two years on I still feel an underlying

stress, still find myself pushing against the idea

that I’m always somehow far behind. 

I made this work with my phone held at arm’s

length, because I realised that this is where it 

always was. Traditionally, to keep something 

‘at arm’s length’ is to regard it with a certain 

caution for fear of it becoming too close, but in 

regard to our relationship with technology, 

this behaviour increasingly screams more of 

necessary attachment. If I think I’ve misplaced 

my phone I feel a temporary flush of panic as if 

I’d lost a small child and I start wheeling around

with wild eyes and grabbing at my pockets. It’s

more useful to me than my hair, more important

in many respects than my fingernails, and treated

with far more care than my teeth and gums. With

Digital Noise, instead of using my phone to escape

my environment scrolling endless feeds of data, 

I used the camera to confront my physicality. 

Passive flipped to active. Photographing myself

and my immediate environment confirmed my

own solidity: awkward, uncomfortable and heavy.

This anchored my ticking brain in the here and

now, instead of distracting it with the luminous

digital somewhere else. By taking these 

photographs in the pitch dark I was testing my

phone’s limitations, almost to remind myself that

it had them, and simultaneously acknowledging

the same of myself. I was satisfied to see the 

digital data break into technicolour noise. 

Yes, I still wasn’t asleep; and yes, I was still fiddling

with my phone – but in the making of this work,

whilst being always two steps behind, I felt 

temporarily in control.
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Right:
What’s Your Story
Glasgow Central Station,
1996

When I got involved in the mid-nineties there was a conscious strategy about programming

the outcomes of participatory projects into the gallery spaces in order to challenge, or at

least surprise, expectations. The crossover between artistic practice, community and in

bringing out the creativity of others, is a highly productive area. 

JF: What key examples spring to mind?

MD: Multi-Story was a collaborative arts programme which ran for over ten years and 

was based at the Red Road Estate in north Glasgow. It involved artists, local residents and 

community organisations and was a flagship project for Street Level, reflecting the 

organisational ethos around community-based engagement programmes. The 2005 

Multi-Story exhibition was only one outcome of a many-faceted and ongoing approach,

which also included an artist residency programme. Iseult Timmermans was the lead artist

and project co-ordinator, and Lindsay Perth was the artist-in-residence for a couple of years,

developing digital content and activity. They curated an exhibition at Glasgow’s Gallery 

of Modern Art (GoMA) in 2010. Iseult developed the project into the community studio 

where two flats were converted into a resource including exhibition space, meeting room,

darkroom, digital suite and a camera obscura in one of the bedrooms. Across the years, 

the whole project relied upon the co-ordination of various partnerships, latterly with 

Glasgow Housing Association and Culture and Sport Glasgow (now Glasgow Life). 

It offered, indeed created, a different narrative on the refugee experience by involving 

people in representing themselves. There’s an interview archived on SSHoP’s website at

https://sshop.org.uk/2017/05/17/iseult-timmermans-red-road-community-studio-

collaborative-photography/ and a comprehensive interview was published by a 

Vancouver scholarly journal called West Coast Line in 2010, as part of a special issue 

on ‘Asylum and the Arts in Glasgow’.

This was also characteristic of an 

even earlier project, What’s Your Story

(1996), the result of a long series of 

workshops with individuals from 

various homeless hostels, 

co-ordinated by the photographer

Kathleen Little. That consisted of 

two linked exhibitions that ran 

simultaneously in Street Level and 

in the main concourse of Glasgow

Central Station, the former including

portraits of the participants by Kathleen and Andrew Whitaker. In the station a large walk-in

structure was built which embraced an exhibition of images by the residents themselves.

That, to some degree, helped challenge the stereotypical image of the homeless. The 

images, like those in Multi-Story, were affirmative – it was not about them being victims. 
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In the last issue of Studies, Malcolm Dickson discussed the pre-history of Street Level with

John Farrell. In the second of this two-part feature, they discuss aspects of the programme

across three decades of activity, and the gallery’s increasing relevance. 

JF: From its inception it seems to me that Street Level’s ethos has centred on access, 

inclusion, engagement and education. How has that evolved or changed over the past 

thirty years?

MD: Those catchphrases all mean particular things, even if they are all connected, but it is

about social empowerment and community. The ethos has evolved rather than changed, 

in conjunction with the programme. Access is fundamental, clearly. The name Street Level 

was settled upon by Glasgow Photography Group (GPG) because of its simplicity in stating

the obvious but also in reflecting an attitude around it – a ‘shunning of elitism and open to 

all with an interest in photography’ is how it was described when the name was announced

in March 1989. That motivation has remained. The education side covers a lot of ground –

talks; skills-based training for the general public; professional development for emerging

artists; bespoke projects with community groups and collaborations with other agencies. 

We provide gallery tours and talks also for the many college groups who visit. With City 

of Glasgow College, for example, the exhibitions are something of a learning resource for 

literally hundreds of students of photography across their different years. It’s great that the

tutors get the students out to see what is on their doorstep – we shouldn’t underestimate

the value of that for students.

That’s not a new departure by any means. Street Level’s new audiences programme 

called SNAP ran from 2009 to 2011, and was a dedicated strand of activity run by Rachel

Thibbotumunuwe and was designed to enhance the experience and understanding of the

art presented by us. It was aimed at groups that we had not worked with before as well as

deepening engagement with existing audiences. Lots of learning resources were produced

for audiences at the time, including our Virtual Photo Album. So there was all this 

co-existence of activity happening across a few years – SNAP in and around the gallery 

and Multi-Story in the north of the city. 

82

Everything Flows
Thirtieth Anniversary 

of Street Level Photoworks - Part 2

Interview:  John Farrell withMalcolm Dickson



Above:
Basharat Khan 
Ibrahim and Globe 
from
Multi-Story
2005
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Iseult Timmermans 
Red Lady, Red Road
from
Multi-Story
2005

Right:
New Shoots Old Roots
collage detail, 
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collaboration with 
ACWA for 
Black History Month 
2016
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At the turn of a new decade in 2000, Lottery funding from the Scottish Arts Council was 

key to facilitating additional ambitious work as our core budget was very small. In 2000/1

there was Artworks with Young People, which matched 7 artists with 10 Glasgow schools, 

resulting in exhibitions in the schools, public banners in the street, as well as a school-based

residency. Our Access and Participation programme from 2001-2004 consisted of what we

called an ‘Open Access Residency’ using our facilities. This led to a solo exhibition with

Kenny Bean, a residency at Elmvale Adult Resource Centre with Adinda van’t Klooster, 

a project with Glasgow Centre for Inclusive Living, a place run by and for disabled people,

which produced a CD-Rom called Barriers. Another CD-Rom New Horizons was about giving

some orientation to newcomers to the city, so in a sense that was a precursor to the work

that was to come through Multi-Story. 

For the past five years a creative collaboration with the African and Caribbean Women’s 

Association has focussed on sharing their stories and photographs of coming to Scotland

between 1958 and 1996. There have been exhibitions of work and a very moving audiovisual

work New Shoots Old Roots. The second book by them is waiting at the printers for sending

out when the lockdown is lifted.

JF: When did you first become aware of Street Level? Was there a sense from the wider

artistic community in Glasgow at that time that such a space was needed, not only to show

photography but also to make it?

MD: Glasgow was under-provided for, despite the number of places previously mentioned 

in the first interview that did embrace photography exhibitions. There were a number of 

galleries in England dedicated to photography in towns and cities much smaller than 

Glasgow, so there was a need for Glasgow to have its own space to complement what 

already existed in Edinburgh. GPG gave expression to the need and a centre was the 

direction of travel. The expansion of the visual arts in the 1980s and the imminent mantle 

of Glasgow being European Capital of Culture in 1990, provided further impetus with 

partnership support from Glasgow City Council and the Scottish Arts Council. In any case 

the combination of elements – exhibitions, talks, workshops, production facilities, a meeting

place – were all about understanding and practicing photography as a cultural form. 

Camera clubs existed of course, but these concerned themselves more with photographic

technologies, more concerned with cameras than the culture of photography itself. 

I was aware of Street Level from its inception, although the pure concerns of photography

were not a priority for me as I was involved in lots of other self-initiated and artist-led 

ventures. I knew the first joint co-ordinators, Catriona Grant and Martha McCulloch, the latter

was one of my peers from Glasgow School of Art, and in fact was the very first student of

photography at GSA; the guinea pig you could say. Martha was one of the initiators of Flicker,

a monthly screening and open session where anyone could show their work – there was a

fairly experimental scene around Super 8 and video, and as a maker myself I went along to
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several of these. I was editing a magazine also and there was a review of a Street Level 

exhibition in 1993. I was also doing New Visions Festival and we coordinated a series of 

installations and events across a number of Glasgow venues - Street Level programmed

their own exhibition as part of that, by Michael Gibbs and Klaudia Kolgen in 1994, as it 

overlapped with ‘new media’, a term that was becoming more prevalent at the time. In 

other words there were some productive overlaps and sharing of interests amongst people,

whether as makers, audience members or organisers. 

JF: My first experience of Street Level was the Red Road exhibition on show at GoMA as 

part of the Street Level’s offsite programme. This seems to me to be a core aspect of the

gallery’s approach, a means of getting photography out into other places. Can you tell me

about how that strategy came about and some of the highlights of that approach?

MD: The Multi-Story exhibition you mention was in 2010 and it then went to Dunoon Burgh

Halls as a result of it being seen at GoMA, which also kicked off a partnership there that has

been going for ten years. There was an exhibition at Barmulloch Community Centre in the

north of the city also of work made on the Multi-Story programme. It’s really interesting, 

as well as challenging, in presenting work in different contexts, and in getting more work out

there to other audiences. That is about extending local and regional partnerships, of creating

more of a ‘buzz’. You also did some volunteering that year during our Glasgow International

exhibitions, one of which was an offsite exhibition by Louise Crawford and Stefan Gueneau,

work exploring the remnants of tunnel sites under the Berlin Wall.

SLP had a fairly active touring programme in its early days, which is different from 

programming into ‘other’ spaces. There was a network of galleries who often circulated 

work amongst them, which was good, but I think it diminished in the late 90s and some 

of the galleries in that network are now defunct – Zone in Newcastle, Viewpoint in Salford –

whilst others remain quite key, such as Impressions in Bradford. Prior to my time at Street

Level there was Borderlands – Contemporary Photography from the Baltic States in 1993,

which was a very ambitious exhibition of work from Lithuania, Estonia and Latvia, the largest

in Britain to date. It took place at a former church venue as it was transitioning into the 

Cottier Theatre. That coincided with the first Fotofeis – Scottish International Festival of 

Photography and it fell within the theme of ‘Views from the Edge’.

In 2006 we did a dual exhibition with Mark Neville – we had his 16mm film installation Jump

Films on at Street Level, and partnered with the Dick Institute in Kilmarnock in presenting 

his Port Glasgow project. That marked the transition from the old space to its renovation in

Trongate 103. Site-specificity featured in the visual arts programme for Radiance: Glasgow’s

Festival of Light (2007), which we were invited to curate. That involved many site-specific
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light based works situated in various locations in the Merchant City, places that were hidden,

in the process of transformation, and which revealed aspects of the history of the place. 

This included the old bath house and steamie that is now The Modern Institute, gap sites,

Ramshorn Graveyard, vacant shop units, and other nooks and crannies.

Another interesting excursion was Working the Border, in partnership with Carlisle Photo 

Festival in 2014. It was set in the unusual venue of Carlisle Railway Station, and explored

some ideas around the Anglo-Scottish border and notions of national identity, landscape

and history. There was an exhibition in the waiting room, and on the hoarding of the bridge

linking northbound and southbound platforms.

For the past 3 years we have partnered with Regional Screen Scotland through their mobile

cinema The Screen Machine – we’ve been producing short Photography on Screen works,

which are shown before some of their main cinema screenings in a number of places in 

‘remote’ areas in the highlands and islands and the west coast. That’s been a great way of

getting work and ideas out, but they also function as resources online for everybody. So we

are streaming works for audiences of both, so people can enjoy them at home – these will

exist online thereafter of course, but creating an ‘event’ that audiences go to whilst in 

‘physical’ isolation is very important in keeping in touch with the community.

Finding new, or novel ways to present photography will always have its challenges, 

especially in a time of contraction, when local authorities are under pressure and venues are

struggling to deliver their programmes. We now have to adjust to the seismic change that is

Covid-19 and its after-effects.  

JF: There seems to be interesting links with the early activities of GPG, such as the first 

GPG exhibition being put on at Hillhead Library, a venue still part of our off-site programme.

MD: When GPG exhibited at Hillhead there wasn’t a photography gallery in the city but 

we resumed using it around ten years ago because we felt the need to do that as a way of

keeping work in circulation and in situating new work in community contexts. We exhibit

work in other regional spaces and the challenge of taking photography ‘out’ beyond our own

walls to audiences locally and regionally does inspire us. The task of placing creativity with

locality, I think, is becoming even more important as the barriers to doing so increase! 

We have limited resources to hand it must be said, so there is a great deal of determination

and creativity involved in making that happen! There’s varying ways of doing things in terms

of support - encouraging, production, facilitation, assisting, but ultimately within a larger 

framework of support structures around the work, it’s about sustaining the practice. 
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JF: The early shows include some important solo exhibitions by the likes of Maud Sulter,

Roger Palmer, Paul Hill, Jeanne Moutoussamy-Ashe, Richard Learoyd and Calum Angus

Mackay. What impact has the early history and evolution of the gallery had in terms of 

current programming ethos and the acknowledgement of the thirtieth anniversary?

MD: The thirtieth milestone has provided an opportunity for reflection to some extent, but

things don’t pause in order to re-appraise - that in itself takes a lot of time and energy as the

amount of material that has amassed in those decades is quite overwhelming. There’s no

longing for that which has gone before, the past doesn’t eclipse the present by any means. 

It is really interesting to see the development of artists’ practice and concerns over that 

period, and to see the continuities across time. Roger exhibited his Lost at Sea in 1990 at

Street Level and in late 2019 his most recent photobook was launched at the gallery –

we’ve also revisited Calum’s exhibition from 1990 in an exhibition with a much younger 

photographer, Mhairi Law.

The early history hasn’t shaped what has happened subsequently I would say. There was a

healthy representation of GSA FA Photography alumni there in the early days – Mackay and

Learoyd were a part of that, as were Peter Finnemore and John Duncan. From the 2000’s

there was a succession of solo shows programmed by relatively unknown artists in Scotland

who were making really interesting work that needed to be shared – Su Grierson, Susanne

Ramsenthaler, Gillian Steel, Crawford and Gueneau, Beverley Hood, Julie Read, Frances 

McCourt – we were trying to carve out our own path rather than follow someone else’s. 

The processes of selection and exclusion at work in the wider photography scene is 

interesting to observe, and we could have gone with what was on offer from other galleries,

but for an organisation to find its own curatorial voice there is an element of going ‘against

the grain’! Street Level hasn’t easily slotted into any pre-existing boxes, which is good but it

is also a disadvantage in relation to ‘the received narrative’, if indeed there is one. Gaps and

omissions can offer more surprises than the known and the celebrated. 

JF The relationship between Maud Sulter and Street Level is interesting, given that SLP

played host to two key solo exhibitions of Sulter’s in 1990 and 1992 respectively. The Passion

retrospective in 2015 was a significant and timely re-examination of Maud’s vital practice,

and introduced her work to a new generation of audiences.

MD: There was also Photogenetics – Reviewing the Lens of History in 1995 just before I started

here, which brought to Scotland twenty women artists ‘of colour’ and curated by Maud, with

Lubaina Himid. It was international in its scope and included Sonia Boyce, Ingrid Pollard,

Lorna Simpson, Carrie Mae Weems and Jeanne Moutoussamy-Ashe, amongst others. 

Deborah Cherry, a Professor of Art History at the University of the Arts in London, has 
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Right:
Maud Sulter 
from the exhibition 
Passion
2015 
(Syrcas series 
from 1993 
on the wall).

written about this in some detail in her essay ‘With her Fingers on the Political Pulse: 

The Transnational Curating of Maud Sulter’ and in the talks she undertook through Street

Level a few years ago. Maud’s practice was partly about ‘putting black women back in 

the centre of the frame’ by uncovering those histories which had been neglected, if not 

purposefully concealed. The lack of visibility around Maud’s work itself is part of that 

neglect, but that is changing I hope. There are also issues of class and national identity at

play here in Maud’s cultural practice which connects the exclusion of the black experience

with, for example, the working class one. That’s where it becomes political. Maud’s work

challenged ideas about race, sexuality and identity, and importantly further helped connect

Scotland in a national as well as an international framework. We really need the legacy of

Maud to inspire in the present.

Passion brought together Deborah Cherry of UAL's research centre for transnational art, the

artist and queer activist Ajamu, Mark Sealy of Autograph-ABP in London, and myself for SLP.

(Ajamu, in fact, had undertaken a residency with us in 2011 leading to his solo show Future

Histories: Celebrating the Scottish Diaspora, here in October 2012). So it was part of an effort 

to introduce Maud’s work to new audiences and to a generation which would be unfamiliar

with it unless they had undertaken some informed research. From 2013 there was a steady

development towards the exhibition in 2015 – Deborah did a talk at SLP, a lecture at GSA,

and there were a number of events and readings at Autograph in London, then the exhibition

itself, which then went to Impressions in Bradford. Deborah edited the book of the exhibition,

Passion whose title paid homage to the 1990 book Maud did with Lubiana called Passion:

Discourses on Blackwomen’s Creativity. We also exhibited her series of 10 large format 
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Right:
Margaret Mitchell, 
from the series 
In This Place
in Ambit – 
Photographies 
from Scotland
2015

Below:
Edyta Majewska, 
from the series 
The Other White
in Ambit – 
Photographies 
from Scotland
2017
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20x24-inch Polaroids in About Face, originally commissioned by the Scottish Poetry Library 

in 2002. This consisted of a series of portraits of some Scottish poets at the beginning of 

the new century. That was the first time it had been shown since  2004. They were shot on 

a colossal camera brought over from Prague in the summer of 2002, I think one of only a

couple in Europe, and Maud, being bold and with initiative, got her hands on that first. 

The McManus in Dundee and the City Arts Centre in Edinburgh are two of the Scottish 

institutions that purchased her work originally.

There have been various showings of parts of Maud’s work since then, but the aim continues

to be to build her profile, and that old chestnut of finding a reputable collection or institution 

to take the work. That has been given a spur more recently as the estate has received a little

support to develop the archive more and just announced  in June by the Tate that they will

acquire the whole of the Les Bijoux series. Significant work and achievements by artists 

can disappear off the radar, despite being in collections nationally. That is a perennial issue.

Events also get forgotten so I’d say always get something into print, whether a brochure 

or leaflet – it’s not only about leaving a trace for future researchers but about the memory 

of an organisation.

JF: What have been your personal highlights in terms of exhibitions or events during your

tenure as director?

MD: That is a leading question. Last year alone there were twenty-two exhibitions, those

monographic exhibitions in-house, those produced and premiered elsewhere, and those 

already existing which were seen at a range of off-site venues. We could talk just about one

year’s activity in this entire piece, let alone thirty-one years of it. A book needs to be done.

The curated exhibitions Surface Tension and Tabula Rasa both in 2015, included artists 

working in different genres, independently of one another and dealing with notions of place,

memory, history, and the self, whilst at the same time very much engaged in the processes

of photography – its applications, origins, and its materiality. Ambit – Photographies from

Scotland - which we do every two years with Stills Gallery in Edinburgh – maintains that 

mix of artists coming from a variety of places; Scots-born, as well as those who have made 

Scotland their home, for now! Margaret Mitchell’s contribution in 2015’s Ambit and Edyta 

Majewska’s work in 2017, both look at notions of home and belonging, one from central

Scotland, the other as an immigrant to Scotland, and how inequalities shape our choices 

in life. The current economic situation and that of Brexit are very much pertinent to these

works, though both were made prior to that unfortunate episode. But I should state that 

all contributions are really important across both venues. The exhibition experience was

something of a catalyst in the case of these two artists, and exhibitions should be that! 
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Above:
Iftikhar & Elizabeth Dadi
installation view 
from
Clash of Civilisations
2003

having helped shaped a lot of the collaborative 

activity they have done since. We had Peter give a 

talk late last year to launch his book Visual Dissent

marking 50 years of his practice which to some 

degree is a mapping of the history of social move-

ments, protests and activism - a pertinent history 

lesson for all. His work and his political position 

remain uncompromising. 

In 2004 we did a show with Sandy Sharp of his 

landscape work shot in the former industrial steel

plant site of Ravenscraig, in his home town of 

Motherwell. Sandy is an important mover and shaker

in Scottish photography, a former member of Street

Level’s Board, he also founded and coordinated the Scottish Photographers Group, and we

partnered with them in a few book launches and events with Paul Hill and John Blakemore,

one of John’s was on at the time of Sandy’s show. Scottish Photographers produced the

NOTES newsletter, the first of which appeared in 2003 and the last issue in that form in 2012,

when it had over 300 members. That issue included an article by Robert Burns on David

Peat, whose memorable retrospective we exhibited in the summer of 2012. 

In 2005 I co-curated an exhibition with Terry Dennett of the Jo Spence Memorial Archive –

looking at three decades of work. Jo was such an important figure in photography, 

as a teacher, a writer and cultural worker. I had known her previously and she contributed 

an article to the magazine I was editing at the time, which then went into her book Cultural

Sniping. I was also very interested in the collectives she helped establish in London. Ben

Harman curated another important show of Jo’s work in 2016 at Stills Gallery, including work

by The Polysnappers, which was one of those collectives, and of which Mary Ann Kennedy,

now lecturer at Edinburgh Napier University, was a member. 

Our exhibitions continued in a temporary space from 2006 to 2009 whilst Trongate 103 

was being developed as an arts hub. Our opening show was Taking Liberties by John ‘Hoppy’

Hopkins – his photography work from the early sixties capturing the formative period of

counter-cultural activity in Britain. We had a fantastic series of talks and events that explored

the ethos and legacy of the Sixties counterculture which brought together some key people

from the International Times orbit. We worked on a new exhibition in 2017 in partnership 

with Diffusion festival in Cardiff, whose theme was Revolution and it was shown in the upper

galleries at Ffotogallery, the ground floor being Marcelo Brodsky’s 1968: The Fire of Ideas,

which of course we staged in Glasgow in 2018 again in association with Ffotogallery. The

counter-cultural theme was picked up again in Marjolaine Ryley’s Growing up in the New Age,

a lyrical series of autobiographical works about her upbringing in a commune in the 1970s.

That was a partnership with PARC (Photography and Archive Research Centre) run by 

Val Williams, and Wolverhampton Art Gallery. 
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We’re not here to perpetuate mediocrity. The difficulty can be around what comes next –

what is the next level and indeed is there one? We don’t have larger institutions of 

photography that provide clear pathways to artistic success. There’s a frustrating 

disconnection between practice and institutional support at that higher level of decision

making. Getting your work into a Scottish collection is important here, but the routes to that

are unclear. A lot often relies on relationship-building and initiatives from the ground up, 

in helping to widen the support structures around new work and the conditions for doing so. 

How the ‘gallery’ intersects with wider cultural tendencies ‘frames’ a lot of what we do, 

with earlier examples being the symposium The Centre is Here in 1996 which looked at the

various artists initiatives taking place in public sites that year, the encyclopaedic exhibition

Tower of Babble – invention and convention in the art magazine, On the Buses, an initiative of

Catalyst Arts, a peripatetic project space in a double decker bus, and Streetworks, curated 

by Ross Birrell, an exhibition and series of performances in public locations. 

Colin Gray’s The Parents in 1997 had been developed

as a touring exhibition by Fotofeis and when it was

shown at SLP he decided to utilise our fantastic large

windows with edge to edge x-rays from his parents

flat – every room and object was included. He started

his project with his parents in 1980 and it continued

until 2000 when the second chapter unfolded and 

became the exhibition In Sickness and in Health, 

which was shown by us in 2009. A selection from 

both was shown at North Edinburgh Arts Centre and

the title of that really summed it all up in A Journey

with the Parents, through Love, Life and Death. 

The third instalment, which will bring this project 

full circle and embrace his own ageing and the 

journey into adulthood of his children, will be shown by us in a year or two once the 

schedule gets back into place. 

In 2003 we exhibited recent work by the collaborative duo Iftikhar and Elizabeth Dadi based

in New York. Clash of Civilisations was a series of large images parodying cinema billboards

which commented upon the conflict between the ‘West’ and other cultures, notably Islam.

The West and the Rest billboard says it all really, in relation to globalisation. A direct political

statement was made by photomontage artist and activist Peter Kennard whose exhibition 

in 2004 was made in response to the invasion of Iraq. He and his collaborator, Cat Picton

Phillipps, did some workshops with teenagers from Lanarkshire, and they credit that as 
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2014 was a ‘bumper’ of a year with exhibitions by Document Scotland in their project 

Common Ground with the Welsh collective A Fine Beginning. Commonwealth Family Album

took place in various public hoardings and billboards and The Caravan Gallery came up 

from Portsmouth and pitched at Glasgow Green, Govan Cross and on Pacific Quay during

the Commonwealth Games. As part of the national project Generation: 25 Years of Visual Arts

in Scotland we exhibited a series of collected works from 1995 to 2012 by Wendy McMurdo

– we chose Wendy as she was exploring digital photography from the mid-90s onwards.

Lightwaves featured in 2018 – another mind-boggling year. This included the outcomes

from exchange residencies with VU Photography Centre in Quebec across two years, 

around themes of home and migration. The artists, Josée Pedneault, Bertrand Carrière, from 

Montreal, and their counterparts in Scotland, Mat Hay and Melanie Letoré developed new

work in response to their stay in each respective city. That was facilitated by British Council

Canada. The exhibitions were shown simultaneously in each gallery, obviously slightly 

different iterations of them. For Glasgow International (GI) we presented the first large solo

show by James Pfaff, a Glasgow-based artist whose work drew upon his own photographic

archive and journals, to reconstruct his memories of a short and intense love affair. It was a

forensic undertaking! It was a nice alignment at the time, as the theme of our collaboration

with Centre Photographique Marseille was Love Letters which involved a couple of 

residencies leading to work being premiered from that in La Nuit de l’Instant, a projections

based event which took place at offsite venues around Street Level during GI and during

Printemps de l'Art Contemporain in Marseille. It connected two photography galleries, two

visual arts festivals and also celebrated the cities mutual twinning. Our curated programme

for the Glasgow event was a number of works by artists from northern European countries,

with the aim of pushing the local and international hooks in what we do, and trying to say

they are inseparable – you can’t have the local without the international and the latter isn’t

anywhere without embracing the former. 

Another residency opportunity arose through Festival 2018 and we received some modest

funding to undertake what was initially an exchange residency between Glasgow and 

Berlin, in association with Ostkreuz Association. It evolved into a much larger project called 

Photographic Parallels which saw exchange exhibitions in both cities, and a tie-in with Monat

der Fotografie-OFF Berlin where the residency artists Robert Henderson, Doro Zinn and 

myself contributed to the opening weekend seminar European Artists in Residence, 

organized by Eva Gravayat, who joined a few dots for us in the whole project. The outcomes

from those residencies by Robert and Doro manifested themselves in two solo shows in

2019 in our galleries, two very different bodies of work and interpreta tions of the themes of 

post-industrial futures. The whole project was funded from our side.
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Another chapter of history was embraced in What Presence: the Rock Photography of 

Harry Papadopoulos, co-curated with Ken McCluskey, which opened up a gateway to a 

re-evaluation of a period in music and how photography helped define it. The show was

seen at many venues from 2012 to 2018. Larry Herman’s Clydeside 1974-76 which we 

produced and exhibited in 2017, is an important record in our social and industrial histories. 

Romualdas Viksraitis’ photo essay of post-Soviet dereliction in rural Lithuania was powerfully

embodied in Grimaces of the Weary Village in 2010, which re-opened a door and led to 

a Season of Lithuanian Photography in 2013, coinciding with the twentieth anniversary 

of Borderlands mentioned earlier, and with Lithuania co-hosting the Presidency of the 

European Union. There was such a range of work included in that from early historical work,

exponents of the classical humanist genre of Lithuanian photography, conceptual work,

younger artists, as well as some artists groups who were making work clandestinely 

(for fear of imprisonment) during the last decade of Soviet rule. We’ve worked with 

the Lithuanian Photographers Association ever since, with Kaunas Photography Gallery 

in particular. Last year we supported two solo shows in Vilnius by Glasgow-based artists 

Jolanta Dolewska (Poland) and Geneva Sills (USA). 
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Right:
Oscar Marzaroli reception,
December 2019.

but it is very interesting how a younger generation can relate to a time they did not live

through, or a place they have never experienced – call it folk memory or visual ‘oral history’,

there is something here that has tapped into a popular consciousness in the sense of shared

beliefs and moral attitudes as positive values within society. I think it will open up new roads

to travel along. 

Creating community online, there’s never been a more critical time for this, but it has its 

challenges – finding ways of bringing people together through photography is absolutely

vital. Of course, the current lockdown brings a new twist to our post-millennium condition

and how we view art and photography. We’re talking about fundamental things here – what

is important, what helps to create emotional equilibrium in times of trouble, and we have 

to challenge the siege mentality that can too often grip us. I don’t mean just Street Level, I

mean as part of that wider search to construct new or different means of moving forward. 

It’s about the values of the human spirit ultimately.

In late 2019 we hosted a Salt Print masterclass with Gintautas Trimakas. He brought a jar of

Baltic Sea water from Lithuania which was mixed with some from the Firth of Clyde in order

to bring to visible life the images that the participants created. A nicely symbolic merging of

places and the strengthening of a connection which was originally embarked upon in 1993

when Trimakas was one of the exhibitors in Borderlands that I talked about earlier. The past

is never where you think you left it, to coin a phrase. Everything connects and everything

flows. The highlights are always what is to come.

www.streetlevelphotoworks.org
www.photo-networks.scot
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Also in 2019, Arpita Shah’s Nalini is an absorbing exploration of her maternal lineage and its

various migrations across continents and time. Very personal work but speaks a universal

language in terms of a ‘way in’. Her earlier work Dear Green Place was also shown alongside

Chris Leslie’s in 2019 at Photofusion in Brixton / London as part of an exchange exhibition

project. We’ve worked with Arpita many times, going back to her residency in 2011, the 

exhibition Nymphaeaceae in 2012, and then in 2014 with Portrait of Home. She teaches 

occasional classes for us, has contributed in so many ways to our work and she’s also an arts

facilitator who works with many organisations. All of her work has the connecting themes of

culture, heritage and identity. I value her work immensely, and like many I have mentioned

here, she has a generosity of spirit that is central to making a project a success, and 

a relationship enduring. It’s really enriching watching an artist develop over time – it’s a long

haul on their part requiring such resilience, skill and organisation.

Working with the family of Oscar Marzaroli has also demonstrated that generosity. Definitely

a ‘highlight’ – its popular appeal and connection to more new audiences for us has been 

uplifting and inspiring! That has continued in the online events we have undertaken around

Oscar’s work more recently in lockdown. Photographs are windows into our past of course,
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Everyhing Flows

John Farrell with Malcolm Dickson



narrates Colvin’s beginnings in London, where the ‘collision of styles’ in his work, and the

tension between the ‘common’ medium of photography and the aura of fine art matched his

own feeling of ‘otherness’ as an exile and stranger in the nation’s capital. Chapter 3 (‘Portraits,

some real and some imagined’) focuses on the importance and persistence of portraiture in

Colvin’s art, from his remarkable depictions of James MacMillan (1996) and The Kelvingrove

Eight (2000) to the intense evocations of Janice Galloway (2014), Michael Marra (2017) or

Hugh MacDiarmid (2017). The chapter ends with a detailed reading of the 2004 Self-Portrait,

a moving meditation on, and a challenge to, the ‘nature of creative insight’ (65). Chapter 4

(‘Art and science: photography’s chimera’) engages with Colvin’s technical experimentation

and the creative process behind his constructed narratives, ‘in the liminal space between

painting, sculpture and photograph’ (68). Normand, as the photography expert, excels in his

discussion of Colvin’s Portrait of Sir David Brewster (2008) and his use of stereoscopic images

as a way of alluding to the monochrome of the early photographic experiments and the

grained surface of the photographic print. Chapters 5 and 6 address two dominant themes

in Colvin’s art. In Chapter 5 (‘Hybridity: themes and variations’), Normand brilliantly unpacks

and illustrates Colvin’s own statement on the importance of hybridisation in his enterprise 

(‘a fundamental aspect of my practice since I formulated my working methods’), drawing our

attention to the synaesthetic quality of the photographs and the contribution of text, music

and sound to their ‘construction’. Aptly, Chapter 6 (‘Scotland and beyond: culture, history and

myth’) concludes this journey with an examination of Colvin’s rich and best known body of

work, centred around the figures of Ossian, James MacPherson (the arch ‘constructor’ of 

narrative), Robert Burns (hybridisation as a way of negotiating Scottishness) and Charles 

Edward Stuart. As Normand points out, each of these projects ‘moved between substance

and shadow’ (170), allowing a remarkable empathy between the medium of photography

and Colvin’s philosophical and artistic vision. 

Considering the high scholarly quality of Constructed Worlds, one only regrets the 

surprising absence of an index, which would have been a helpful tool to navigate through

Colvin’s dense and prolific production, and while the book’s iconography is rich and of high
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‘like a hand in a window’

For nearly four decades, Calum Colvin has been one of the most active and creative 

contributors to the Scottish artistic scene, with a distinctive signature approach to 

photography, while during the same period Tom Normand has established himself as one 

of the leading authorities on the history of Scottish photography. Their encounter in the 

present book, the written legacy of a longstanding acquaintance, could only make for 

a landmark publication.

Normand’s main aim is to analyse the ‘construction’ at work in Colvin’s art, from a technical,

art historical, aesthetic and theoretical perspective, and the book offers a fascinating journey

through the artist’s career, from his first exhibition in 1986 at The Photographers’ Gallery in

London (teamed with photographer Ron O’Donnell), entitled Constructed Narratives, to 

Jacobites by Name, his interventions, thirty years later, for the Scottish National Portrait

Gallery, in which deconstruction now prevails, ‘exploring, creatively, the broken landscape

between knowing and not knowing’. (170). Normand convincingly suggests how Colvin’s 

enterprise, his ‘constructed photographs’, originated in a serious and playful (pop) attempt 

to combine, in complex photomontages made of collages of the profane and the sacred, the

iconographic heritage of fine art with ‘the wild paraphernalia of vernacular culture’ (18), 

to reach, in recent years, a more profound and meditative reflection of and on ‘the constants

of human experience’ (172). As the book suggests and makes visible, Colvin’s art has moved

from an ironic, defiant and energetic attempt at colliding culture and counterculture, to a

darker, but also more lucid experimentation (Normand points out the seminal influence of

Roland Barthes’ 1980 Camera Lucida on Colvin’s artistic development) with the possibilities

of photography to evoke the transience of human experience and ‘the mysterious moment

of arrival’ (172).

The book is framed by two chapters focusing on Colvin’s artistic figure and stance, discreetly

suggesting that the intervening matter is an invitation to acknowledge the artist’s progress

from ‘photographer’ (chapter 1) to ‘artist’ (chapter 7). Chapter 2 (‘Fine Art, Pop Art, Photography’)
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Above right:
Calum Colvin
Untitled
1985

Right:
Calum Colvin
Mirror Anamorphisis, 
Portrait of 
Charles Edward Stuart
(after Liotard)
2014

Following pages left:
Calum Colvin
Self Portrait
2004

Following pages right:
Calum Colvin
Dirt and Diety
2013
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quality, it is a pity it never includes the numerous iconographic sources Colvin frequently 

re-processes, especially in his portraits (e.g. Edward Baird’s 1942 Unidentified Aircraft (over

Montrose), Alexander Moffat’s 1980 Poets’Pub, or the various ‘quotations’ of works by 

Jean-Etienne Liotard, William Mosman, Johann Georg Wille or Hugh Douglas Hamilton 

behind his portraits of Charles Edward Stuart or Betty Burke). It would also have been useful,

for what is likely to become a reference work on the artist, to provide more information

about the photographs’ formats and locations.

Normand’s panoramic approach will now need to be prolonged and complemented 

with more transverse approaches, addressing Colvin’s relationship to, if not obsession with, 

Scottish history as the purveyor of ever more complex strata of meaning and symbol 

allowing for a sharper reading of the modern and contemporary period, or his persistent 

use of what James Lawson has justly described elsewhere as the ‘quality of transparency’ 

so present in the artist’s multifarious palimpsests. Normand begins his book by pointing 

to a possible ‘magical character’ in Colvin’s art, while Lawson perceives its ‘spectral air’ 

and ‘ghostly presences’. Considering the artist’s obsession with the mists and myths of 

Scottishness, this would make for a fascinating and enlightening study.

Tom Normand’s Constructed Worlds provides us with a rich and remarkable introduction to

the complex art of Calum Colvin, his creative practice of photography and his artistic and

poetic exploration of Scotland’s interlayered histories, ‘moving New and Old things carefully

to and fro…, ‘gathering unto himself’, in his many windows, 

All the loose ends of Scotland, 

And by naming them and accepting them, 

Loving them and identifying [himself] with them, 

Attempt to express the whole.

Hugh MacDiarmid, ‘Scotland’, in Complete Poems, 
edited by Michael Grieve and W.R. Aitken, 
Carcanet Press, 2 vols., 1993-4.
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Displacement is a thread running throughout this exhibition. In Grace Robertson’s Mothers’

Day Off (1954) the women have a sense of abandon: this feels like a workplace matriarchy.

The Picture Post photojournalist went along on the one-day trip to Margate – a day out for

the women which made a change from sinking a pint in their Bermondsey local. This South

London area would soon be reshaped into large modern council estates, as part of the 

post-World War II re-imagining of British cities. A tide of people would disperse further

around the south of England. Robertson said, ‘I knew that at that moment that I was 

capturing a bit of history and that it was all going to be broken up.’ 

Martine Franck’s Northern Survey provides a sharp contrast, showing the leisure pastimes of

the class that favours the culling of animals of a weekend. Side Gallery had invited Franck

and her partner Henri Cartier-Bresson to document the north of England. While Franck re-

lied on her contacts with the so-called aristocracy, photographers at Side, including Kontti-

nen, Chris Killip and Graham Smith, introduced her to the people, places and stories they

were documenting, which was at variance with the former – for example, the gathering of

sea coal on the beach. 

Women Photographers from the AmberSide Collection is eclectic in terms of subject matter,

and diverse in location and social and cultural associations. Susan Meiselas became a 

photojournalist at a time when women photographers in the news area were a rarity – this

story of revolution in Nicaragua was her first assignment for Magnum Photo Agency. Her 

interest in the revolution is long-term: she has made repeated visits to the country to track

the changes since the overthrow of dictatorship by the Sandinistas. She took the decision to

use colour film at a time when photojournalism was in the main black and white. To my mind,

this draws the eye into these images and references the everyday, rather than aestheticizing

violence. The use of colour provides a sharp contrast in the jarring image of a man and

woman hurrying along a street, past a body alight, cloth clenched to their mouths to stem

the stench of burning flesh. 

In Mexico, Graciela Iturbide’s Juchitán series celebrates the sinuous confidence of the

women who were described by Judith Keller as, ‘economically, politically, and sexually 

independent.’1 This was collaboration by proximity. Iturbide captures this independence 

in strong, close portraits, some shot from below, emphasizing the physical strength of the

women, as in her iconic image Our Lady of the Iguanas (1979). Amber founder Murray Martin

came across the work of Iturbide in 1987 – and exhibited the work. Iturbide in turn arranged

a tour of Konttinen's Byker work in Mexico. 
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There is one photograph in this exhibition at Stills Gallery in Edinburgh which always 

makes me smile, Sirkka-Liisa Konttinen’s Girl on a Spacehopper (Byker), taken in 1971. I had a 

spacehopper and enjoyed it for a while until my loyalty was teased by a bicycle. The giddying

combination of bounce, glitter, and wild, tousled hair enthralls at first sight but with a longer

look there’s something slightly unnerving about the girl’s expression being hidden in a 

deserted street. She is suspended in mid-air. The Byker estate was on the cusp, too. 

Konttinen moved there in 1969 and stayed for seven years taking photographs of all around.

This is a portrait of a community in flux as the streets of two-up, two-down houses were

razed to give way to high-rise blocks, commonly dubbed ‘cities in the sky.’ 

This work is an example of community photography, of engagement at a local level. 

Konttinen knew the people in the photographs – and as they grew used to seeing her

around; the photographs reflected their lives back to them. Born in Finland, Konttinen’s

move northwards from London in 1969, where she had co-founded Amber Film and 

Photography Collective the previous year, corresponded to the group’s own shift to 

Newcastle-upon-Tyne. Amber’s documentary films and photographs are the backbone 

of their AmberSide archive and have been used in Side Gallery touring shows - another 

facet of this community focus. Her later photographs of interiors and portraits, in colour, 

as part of the revisiting of Byker feel both intimate and more formal. I was struck by the 

couple dancing in traditional costume, celebrating their culture in their front room on 

a housing estate that became a photography studio for a day.  

Tish Murtha – known for her Juvenile Jazz Bands / Youth Unemployment series – worked 

as a community photographer at Side Gallery. She documents the grim downtime of the

long-term unemployed at a time when this necessitated repeated visits to the cold, 

comfortless official spaces of the ‘dole’. As Murtha said, she photographed those who 

were not usually in the picture and in doing so pushed for recognition of those who were 

excluded and marginalised. This presented a challenge to the mainstream news photo-

graphs of labour unrest in the 1970s that focussed almost exclusively on the flashpoints and

protests. It is a poignant reminder that these boys have been thrown together in unemploy-

ment whereas their fathers and grandfathers found camaraderie in the workplace. 

104

Review
Noni Stacey

Women Photographers from The AmberSide Collection, 
Stills Gallery 2020, 15 November 2019 – 8 March 2020.



Above:
Laura Junka-Aikio 
Beach, Gaza, 
July 2003,
© Laura Junka-Aikio.

Left:
Tish Murtha, 
Youth Unemployment
(1981), 
© Ella Murtha, 
All rights reserved.
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This exhibition looks out as it looks in. The Finnish photographer Laura Junka-Aikio’s 

unnerving portrait of a family crowding in a tent with a child buried up to his neck in sand.

The disquiet is this series is underlined by the fact that this is holiday time, for this is 

Camping in Gaza. Izabela Jedrzejczyk’s Jungle Portraits of people who frequented the

Northumberland Arms pub – known as ‘the jungle’ – as the photographer did herself. 

This is what multiculturalism looks like – not new in this case, not forced, but a consequence

of the flow of people in ports through trade and shipping. These affecting, still photographs

were shown in the pub and referred to by the locals as a ‘rogues gallery.’ Side Gallery has 

always encouraged photographer/curators, such as Jedrzejczyk. 

I found this exhibition interesting but have a couple of queries – I do not see the point of

showing one Diane Arbus image and think there is a case for showing more work from fewer

photographers, if the collection allows. This archive exists to show us how things were and

how they are: serving as an historical yardstick. Ella Murtha says: ‘My mam loved to develop

and print her work, it was an art form. I would wake up regularly to the smell of chemicals

because she had been up all night, printing while I slept, and amazing black and white 

images hung from makeshift washing lines all over the house’.2 These words conjure up 

a picture in my mind – and exemplify the balancing act that women perform[ed], and the

passion that drove them to produce this work. 

Noni Stacey’s book Photography of Protest and Community: The Radical Collectives of the 1970s, 
is published by Lund Humphries (2020). 

Notes:
1. Judith Keller, ‘This World of Women’, Graciela Iturbide: Juchitán (Los Angeles: The J. Paul Getty Museum, 2007), p.2. 
2. Ella Murtha, introduction to Youth Unemployment, Tish Murtha (Liverpool: Bluecoast Press, 2017), p.5. 
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Above right:
Izabela Jedrzejczyk, 
Untitled (1980) 
from the series, 
Jungle Portraits

Right:
Izabela Jedrzejczyk, 
Untitled (1980) 
from the series 
Jungle Portraits

Opp0site:
Sirkka-Liisa Konttinen 
Girl on a Spacehopper,
Byker 1971
© Sirkka-Liisa Konttinen,
courtesy Amber/
L. Parker Stephenson
Photographs.
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However, there is that other interesting, crucial, interface, the one between Marzaroli’s 

images and the public. The Street Level exhibition spectacularly confirmed the popularity 

of his work by attracting to it by far the largest attendance in the Gallery’s thirty-year history.

Some of that can properly be credited to the outreach work of Malcolm Dickson and his 

colleagues as they have spread the news of the excellence of Scottish photography to well

beyond 103 Trongate, but the fundamental fact is that many of Marzaroli’s images are 

already very well known – the Castlemilk Lads and The Golden-haired Lass being the 

obvious examples.

Easy, then, to suggest that a Glasgow exhibition consisting predominantly of images of 

mid-century Glasgow would be sure to attract Glaswegians – of a certain age and given 

to nostalgia – in large numbers, but that would be to miss the point. Fundamentally, and

whatever the subject-matter, for an exhibition to work at all, the photographs and their 

presentation have to be of a very high order, which they surely are. The images, some of

them seen for the first time, are indeed mostly of Glasgow, its people, its streets and the

dereliction of Gorbals as it gave way to what would become the new dereliction of the 

high-rise. Yet there are other aspects of Marzaroli’s work on show, including  a group 

of his portraits of famous contemporaries – Alasdair Gray, Compton Mackenzie, 

Hugh MacDiarmid, Ian Hamilton Finlay etc., and some samples of his landscape and 

Hebridean pictures, not least that of the wonderful Scarista Bull. (In all of these, full 

credit must go to the excellent quality of the digital printing by Lachlan Young.)

However, the core of the exhibition, and obviously its main attraction, is that it shows, 

warts and all, Glasgow as it once was through the eyes of Marzaroli as an understanding

local inhabitant. In the middle of the twentieth century, the poorer parts of the city were

photographed by an extraordinary number of practitioners motivated by a wide range of

purposes. There are some particularly distinguished names in that roster, including not 

only the aforementioned Brandt and Hardy but also Margaret Watkins, Joseph McKenzie,

Humphrey Spender, David Peat, as well as no doubt scores of amateurs. Like Watkins and

Peat, Marzaroli lived in Glasgow, and that question of place, the sense of being on home, 

familiar ground, becomes important when considering just why people took photographs 

of poor children in derelict streets. For Brandt and Hardy, this was photojournalism, but for

Marzaroli, it was something different. For him, it verged on a compulsion.

Oscar’s range of skills was remarkable. As a cinematographer and director in documentary

film, he was very successful, as his work with the Highlands and Islands Development Board

testifies, but even within his enormous quantity of still photographs, there was excellence in

at least three genres – street photography and its urban context, landscape, and portraiture.

The Oscar Marzaroli Archive has been gifted by his family to Glasgow Caledonian University

where it is now housed. It is a legacy for which we, and posterity, must be extremely grateful.

Note:
1. The full interview, and much else, is in Oscar Marzaroli, published by Street Level, Glasgow 2020.  
ISBN 978-1-897723-33-3. 
and at https://www.mainpointbooks.co.uk/oscar-marzaroli
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In 1986, Oscar Marzaroli (1933–1988) was interviewed by Jennie Renton for Scottish Book 

Collector.1 The interview was notable on two counts: first, that anyone ever got Oscar to 

sit still long enough to be interviewed; and, second, that in it he revealed the remarkable

range of influences which, he said, had shaped the way he saw the world.

Oscar had been a voracious reader from the time of his enforced year-long stay in a 

tuberculosis sanatorium, but the habit had continued for the rest of his life and 

encompassed the great authors of the classical tradition. That he should cite not only 

Burns, Shakespeare, Voltaire and Camus as influences on his practice is surprising, but to 

be so specific as to say that he could ‘see Gogol’s Dead Souls in some pictures I’ve taken 

of alcoholics’, is astonishing.

Less unexpected is his declared debt to photographers and painters. Certainly, when 

it comes to the representation of poorer Glasgow, there is no escaping the influence of

Thomas Annan, on Oscar’s own admission, but there were also others he quoted, not least

Bert Hardy and Bill Brandt, and Steichen’s The Family of Man, with Cartier-Bresson, et al.; and,

naturally, one special painter, his great friend, Joan Eardley.

The intriguing question is whether we can detect all these influences in the images on the

walls of Street Level’s retrospective. Are the shades of Edwin Morgan or Adam McNaughton

detectable? Or do we just see the essential Oscar at work?

Oscar was a big, rather ramshackle, man, and entirely unthreatening. ‘Snaps’ was his word 

for his photographs and it was typical of his self-deprecation and modesty. His engagement

with people of every sort and kind (he greeted friends by tweaking their earlobes) was 

always benign and immensely affable; and that is what shows. The back-court children play

up to him; the Gorbals girl in Playing Ring knows he is there – and that is all right; The Street

Games have Oscar as their target. The Samson Children in Joan Eardley’s studio are obviously

very happy to see him. But then, so are the adults, such as the demolition workers on their

tea break.
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Above:
Tea-break at 
Ramsey Ladder Depot,
Kelvinbridge 
1961 
Oscar Marzaroli 
Collection, 
courtesy of 
Street Level Photoworks

Right:
The Castlemilk Lads
1963 
Oscar Marzaroli 
Collection, 
courtesy of 
Street Level Photoworks

Opposite:
The Samson children 
in Joan Eardley's studio, 
Townhead
1962  
Oscar Marzaroli 
Collection, 
courtesy of 
Street Level Photoworks
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Opposite:
Street Games, Back Court,
Gorbals 
1964 
Oscar Marzaroli 
Collection, 
courtesy of 
Street Level Photoworks

Above:
Golden-haired Lass, 
The Gorbals
1963 
Oscar Marzaroli 
Collection, 
courtesy of 
Street Level Photoworks

Right::
The Scarista Bull, 
Isle of Harris
1979 
(for Sarah Clacher) 
Oscar Marzaroli 
Collection, 
courtesy of 
Street Level Photoworks
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to make a society eat itself. 

On Sunday the 11th I read my thank you speech 

at an elegant and cultured prize giving ceremony.

Despairing that I could speak about my writing

with any seriousness, I talked about how many

disabled people my own government has already

killed – not with gas or injections, but with 

calculated harassment and neglect. I talked

about how clearly my own country was becoming

a place that would make fugitives, exiles like

Heine. The generous and pleasant people who

talked to me afterwards give me credit for being

politically engaged. But I have not saved a single

person, disabled or otherwise. I may not even

have saved myself.

Later we all eat a very pleasant gourmet lunch. 

I am wearing a new suit and worry I will spill things

on it. I am still unsure of how to respond to events

which are speeding towards me, but formless.

When I took the photograph I was only 

concentrating on the radio. I didn’t notice how 

revealed I was, caught there in the glass with 

my soft hands and unbroken fingers and my face

blanked out by the mouthpiece of horror engineers.

I didn’t find it remarkable that I was willingly 

holding a device that could know almost every-

thing about me, that could try to change almost

everything about me.

No matter how alert you are, how familiar with the

history and anatomy of fear, you will be very lucky

if you aren’t entirely surprised by the way you are

harmed and the way you vanish. I think that’s all

I’ve learned since I took this photo. And I think 

I don’t look lucky, not in a way that lasts.
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This is the People’s Radio (Volksempfänger)

VE301. It was a good deal at 76 Reichsmarks and

was available from the summer of 1933. Made 

by a number of cooperating German companies, 

it gave you access to both long wave and medium

wave broadcasts and gave Chancellor Hitler and

his NSDAP increased access to your home, your

workplace, your friends and your family. It was, 

in its way, cutting edge technology, created to 

enable a cutting edge experiment in destruction.

Modern technology is naturally far more wonderful.

I not only used my phone to take and preserve

this photograph, I also preserved information

about where and when I was. So I know I stood 

in front of this radio at 15.48 on Friday December

9th, 2016. I was at an address in Andreasstrasse 

in Dusseldorf - 51°13’37.2N 64°6’26.9’E. I had

walked a few yards away from my delightful hotel

and visited a temporary exhibition about the 

city’s slide into Nazism: the political resistance,

the arrests and disappearances, the end of 

resistance, the executions of disabled people, 

the deportations, the distortion of a whole city

along fascist lines.

I was in Dusseldorf to receive the city’s Heinrich

Heine Preis – a literary award normally given to

German-speaking writers. My German translator 

is wonderful and has helped to create my Ger-

man reputation, quite possibly in ways which are

more than I deserve, but I was aware that my Dus-

seldorf good fortune was deeply connected with

the UK’s Brexit vote of 23rd June. As some of us in

Britain tried to gauge how far wrong our democ-

racy would go and how quickly, Germany was al-

ready looking for solutions to our problems,

mitigation and balances. Germany understands

political 

upheaval, it understands the necessity of 

supporting dissident artists. On the evening of 

the 8th December I wandered the aggressively

luxurious passages and salons of that hotel – all

glistening inside a building once owned by a 

religious institution, then a democratic civil ad-

ministration, then a Nazi administration – and I felt

cared for, but also unsteady. I had been declared,

in a way, a pre-dissident. I had been picked out 

as someone who would be picked out.

Either just before, or just after 15.48 I wept. 

At the time I was facing a photograph of a young

girl with Down’s syndrome. She is shown with 

her mother in the picture and is smiling with 

extraordinary joy. Her hair is immaculately 

beautiful. Her coat is ornate and seems new. 

She is clearly a confident, loved and cared for

young person, part of a happy family. I spent

many years working on writing projects with the

disabled, some of whom had Down’s. And some

of them were merry and loved – although not all

– but none were as wonderfully well turned out 

as this girl. 

I didn’t take a picture of her picture. I somehow

couldn’t intrude in that way. I didn’t take her name

and write it in my notebook – for some reason it

seemed I would be stealing, contaminating her

memory, if I did. I just wept for her. 

She was, of course, sent away from her home,

classified as unfit and executed by the Nazis’ 

rapidly growing machinery of death. It wasn’t

news to me that she was either murdered by

lethal injection in a squalid killing centre, or by

gassing in an obscene van filling with exhaust

fumes, vomit, urine and panic. Still, I wept. 

And my tears were of no use to her, none at all.

And at 15.48 I took a photograph of a radio – 

an innocently nostalgic object through which

poured all the poison, all the deception you would

need to make neighbours destroy 

neighbours, to make parents give up children, 
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