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Fish   out   of   water   
‘ Marshall   McLuhan   once   remarked:   “One   thing   about   which   fish   know   exactly   nothing   is   
water”   -   they   do   not   know   that   the   water   is   wet   because   they   have   no   experience   of   dry.   

Once   we   are   immersed   in   the   media   [...]   how   can   we   know   what   it   is   doing   to   us?’   
  

- Ritchen   (2009:9)   
  
  

Unlike   the   proverbial   goldfish,   we   remember   more   than   one   circuit   of   our   bowl;   we   remember   
our   pre-digital   selves   and   can   try   to   work   out   what   this   new,   digital   age   is   doing   to   us   and   to   
our   photography.   Chemical   photography   was   an   early   product   of   the   first   industrial   
revolution;   a   second   revolution   is   reckoned   to   have   taken   place   as   steam   began   to   give   way   
to   electricity   at   the   start   of   the   20th   century;   the   transformation   of   the   camera   involved   in   its   
repositioning   as   one   digital   device   amongst   many,   has   taken   place   as   we   undergo   the   third.   
At   55,   I   am   too   old   to   count   myself   a   ‘digital   native’    -   someone   for   whom   digital   technology   
and   the   internet   have   always   been   there   -   but   this   shift   as   we   move   from   the   old,   analogue   
world   into   a   new,   digital   age   has   underpinned   my   whole   working   life,   alongside   my   
experience   of   taking   photographs   and   of   being   a   photographer.     
  
  

If   the   opening   question   of    After   Photography    (Ritchen,   2009)      has   a   potentially   simple   
answer,   Willem   Flusser’s   long   essay,    Towards   a   Philosophy   of   Photography    (1983)   is   much   
more   opaque.    Flusser   characterises   the   camera   as   ‘ an   apparatus ,’   a   device   programmed   to   
produce   a   specific   output,   the   photograph   while   we   act   as   the   camera’s   agent.   There   is   also   
a   more   abstract   meaning   to   the   word   apparatus:   ‘ the   complex   structure   of   a   particular   
organization   or   system ’   (Lexico:2019).    If   the   camera   is   an   apparatus   in   the   first   sense,   then   
‘Photography’   can   perhaps   be   viewed   in   the   second   -   as   the   confluence   of   many   different   
social   constructs   -    industrial,   political   and   artistic   -   coming   together   to   create   the   idea   of   
what   ‘Photography’   may   be.     
  

I   have   owned   a   camera   since   the   mid-seventies   and   started   taking   photography   seriously   
while   studying   at   the   University   of   Glasgow   in   the   eighties.   Since   then,   the   camera   has   
changed   greatly,   possibly   becoming   something   else   entirely;   but   have   the   discourses   
surrounding   this   device   changed   our   expectations   of   what   it   is   that   we   may   do   with   it?   
  
  

Swimming   from   the   Modern   
  

I   graduated   from   the   University   of   Glasgow   in   1986.   My   studies   had   alerted   me   to   the   way   
that   Modernism   -   the   collection   of   artistic   movements   that   explored   the   implications   and   
aftershocks   of   the   first   industrial   revolution   (Butler:2010)   -   was   being   superseded   as   the   
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dominant   means   of   artistic   representation   by   a   more   current   set   of   theories   coalescing   to   
form   the   kernel   of    Postmodernist   thought.     
  

Modernism   was   often   hugely   serious;   Postmodernism   (Butler:2002)   was   playful,   fun   even;   
Where   Modernism   was   often   prescriptive,   Postmodernism   seemed   much   more   adaptable,   
riffing   on   styles   and   much   more   self   aware.   Following   on   from   Roland   Barthes’   
announcement   of   the    Death   of   the   Author    in   1967,   Postmodernism   presented   itself   as   a   
series   of   texts   to   be   decoded;   where   Modernism   required   the   presence   above   all   else   of   an   
author,   Postmodernism   placed   much   more   emphasis   on   multiple   readers   and   multiple   
readings,   on   an   audience.   
  

Cindy   Sherman’s   many   series   of   untitled   pictures   -   playing   at   being   other   people,   using   the   
vocabulary   of   film   stills;   drawing   on   a   range   of   historical   female   roles;   never   content   with   
simply    being    -   exemplify   the   postmodern   approach;   Henri   Cartier-Bresson’s   pronouncements   
(Introduction   to    The   Decisive   Moment:    1952)   on   what   photography   is   and   is   not   are   typical   of   
a   Modernist   view   of   photography.   
  

In   1986,   a   stills   camera   made   stills   while   a   movie   camera   made   films;   a   photocopier   was   not   
yet   a   scanner.    A   tape   recorder   recorded   audio   and   -   if   you   had   one   -   a   telephone   was   
connected   to   the   wall   of   your   house   by   a   short   length   of   wire.   Postmodernism   anticipated   the   
malleability   of   the   digital   reboots   of   analogue   technologies   and   their   associated   forms   which   
would   take   place   over   the   next   thirty   years,   allowing   cross-pollination   in   a   way   that   would   
have   been   unthinkable   earlier   in   the   twentieth   century   when   Modernism   was   in   the   
ascendent.     
  

Evolutionary   Technologies   
  

The   development   of   the   various,   related   technologies   which   combine   to   make   the   apparatus   
we   call   ‘a   camera’    has   -   since   the   nineteenth   century   -    played   a   part   in   the   way   
photography   has   been   popularised   and   spread.   Over   time,   changes   to   the   way   these   
technologies   work   have   made   photography   easier   and   much   cheaper   to   practice,   to   the   point   
where,   now,   almost   everyone,   wherever   they   are   in   the   world,   is   able   to   possess   and   use   a   
camera,   even   if   photography   is   not   the   sole   -   or   even   primary   -    purpose   of   the   device   
containing   it.     
  

Over   the   course   of   less   than   twenty   years,   the   equipment   at   my   disposal   had   become   more   
expensive,   more   portable   and   hugely   more   sophisticated.   In   1986   my   photographic   arsenal   
consisted   of    a   fully-manual   Zenit-E   and   three   screw-thread   lenses.   In   2003,   I   bought   a   1

Fujifilm   Finepix   S304 ,   my   first   digital   camera,   to   supplement   a   Pentax   Espio   compact   2 3

35mm   camera.   
  

1   http://www.zenitcamera.com/mans/zenit-e/zenit-e-eng.html   
2   https://www.instructionsmanuals.com/sites/default/files/2019-06/Fujifilm-S304-en.pdf   
3   https://camerapedia.fandom.com/wiki/Pentax_Espio_IQZoom   
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It   would   have   been   quite   possible   to   behave   as   if   nothing   had   changed.   There   was   a   lack   of   
obvious   prompts   that   a   complete   technological   step   change   was   in   process;    the   first   digital   
Nikons   used   the   same   lenses    and,   from   the   front   at   least,   did   not   look   significantly   different   
to   their   late   film   models;    turn   them   around   however,   there   was   one   major   and   -   unlike   the   
interior   shift   from   film   to   digital   sensor   -   visible   change   to   the   physical   makeup   of   a   digital   
camera   which   had   the   potential   to   change   everything   about   the   way   you   used   it.   
  

In   the   1920s,   the   shift   from   using   a   box   camera   with   a   waist-level   finder   to   having   a   small,   
pocketable   camera   whose   viewfinder   was   held   up   to   the   eye   led   Alexandr   Rodchenko   to   
celebrate   the   death   of   ‘belly   button   photography’   by   taking   pictures   of   revolutionary   Russia   
from   fantastically   skewed   viewpoints.   The   visual   display   screen,   characteristic   of   almost   all   
digital   cameras   from   day   one,   not   only   liberated   the   photographer’s   point   of   view   further   -   
over   your   head!   off   to   one   side!   around   a   corner!   -    the   presence   of   a   screen   allowed   for   
instant   feedback   on   the   picture   you   had   just   taken.   The   digital   file   you   had   just   created   was   
capable   of   being   viewed   -   and   reviewed   -    instantaneously,   as   were   the   details   -   contained   in   
the   exif   data   -   of   what   the   camera   settings   had   been.   
  

And   having   purchased   a   digital   camera,   the   pictures   you   take   are   essentially   free,   at   any   rate   
until   you   print   them.   This   -   initially   at   least   -   was   the   most   significant   change   that   I   noticed   in   
how   I   used   a   digital   camera   rather   than   an   analogue   one:   there   was   a   much   greater   
opportunity   to   get   a   picture   ‘right’   once   you   had   decided   that   that   was   what   you   wanted   to   
take.   You   could   risk   taking   pictures   in   low   light,   or   ‘action’   shots   that   once   would   have   had   
only   a   marginal   chance   of   success.   
  

Learning   to   breathe   
In   the   early   years   of   this   century,   resources   for   learning   techniques   -   about   photography   or   
indeed   pretty   much   anything   -   or   for   exploring   a   subject   to   a   level   of   detail   which   would   have   
seemed   incredible   only   a   few   years   earlier   were   within   the   reach   of   anyone   with   a   computer   
and   a   desire   to   learn.   
    

Before   I   had   access   to   the   internet,    I   think   I   had   seen   one   specifically   photographic   
exhibition   in   a   gallery   -   Oscar   Marzaroli   at   the   Third-Eye   Centre   in   Glasgow   (1984)   -   and   had   
received   a   copy   of   Hockney’s    Photoworks    (1984)   second-hand   as   a   Christmas   present   from   
my   girlfriend.   I   was   exposed   to   a   lot   of   good   photography   through   newspapers   and   
advertising   and   people   still   sent   postcards   -   mostly   still   quite   traditional,   although   ‘artier’   
offerings   (eg   Colin   Baxter   Photography:   2018)   were   becoming   increasingly   available   -   but   
the   reproduction   of   photographs   was   complicated   and   expensive.   Research   still   involved   
card-indexes,   microfiche   and    -   if   you   knew   the   book   existed   in   the   first   place   -   inter-library   
loans.   
  

3   



If   I   had   wanted   to   pursue   a   career   in   photography,   in   the   1980s,   the   standard   way   to   do   so   4

would   have   been   to   attend   a   local   college   of   building   and   printing,   get   a   BTech-level   
qualification   and   then   get   work   as   an   assistant.   If   I   was   lucky,   I   would   have   gone   on   to   find   
work   with   a   newspaper   or   in   advertising.   There   was   no   real   sense   that   studying   photography   
as   a   means   of   personal   expression,   rather   than   as   a   trade,   was   a   practical   option .   5

  
At   the   same   time   as   digital   cameras   began   to   be   taken   up   by   the   general   photographic   
community,   distance   learning   began   its   move   from   late-night   television   and   post   to   the   
internet.   In   2009,   feeling   the   need   for   a   more   structured   environment   in   which   to   develop,   I   
signed   up   for   the   second   run   of   the   Open   University’s   online   course,    T189   -   Digital   
photography:   creating   and   sharing   digital   images .   (OU   Digital   Archive:2018).   Aesthetically,   
T189   was   tied   to   the   canonical   line   of   photography   embodied   by   the   course’s   tie   in   to   that   
venerable,   Victorian   institution,   the   Royal   Photographic   Society   in   much   the   same   way   that   
my   initial   OCA   module   (Freeman:2010)   did   little   to   encourage   a   wholehearted   embrace   of   
the   possibilities   offered   by   digital   photography.   
    

However,   T189   did   give   you   a   copy   of   PhotoShop   Elements   5   (which   crucially   included   
organising   software)    and   over   ten   weeks   it   taught   you   how   to   use   it   in   a   systematic   way.   
Time   was   spent   setting   this   up,   with   a   suggested   folder   structure   and   an   introduction   to   the   
use   of   text   tags;   the   closest   an   analogue   camera   got   to   metadata   was   the   rather   annoying   
date-stamp   that   some   devices   burnt   into   a   corner   of   the   negative;   now,   the   metadata   
associated   with   an   individual   picture   file   became   as   significant   as   the   data   comprising   the   
image   itself.   And   non-destructive   editing   -   the   way   successive   edits   could   be   stored   in   
version   sets,   rather   than   overwriting   the   original   file   -   was   a   game-changer.     
  

Learning   to   Cook   
‘Actually,   I'm   not   all   that   interested   in   the   subject   of   photography.   Once   the   picture   is   in   the   
box,   I'm   not   all   that   interested   in   what   happens   next.   Hunters,   after   all,   aren't   cooks.’   
  

- Henri   Cartier-Bresson   (original   source   unknown)   
  
  

Around   the   millennium,   printed   photographs   had   started   to   look   much   better.   Underlying   this   
surface   change   a   major   shift   had   occurred   in   terms   of   moving   everyday   photography   into   the   
digital   domain   -   the   high   street   printers   had   moved   from   optical   printing   to   printing   from   files   6

created   by   scanning.   Photographic   images   -   even   if   they   had   originated   on   film   -   had   taken   a   
major   step   into   the   digital   domain;   as   well   as   the   prints   you   could   now   get   a   CD   of   the   files   
that   had   been   used   for   printing,   and   play   about   with   them   on   a   computer   at   home.   

4  This   information   is   remembered   from   a   book   I   liberated   from   my   school   library   in   1981   -    The   
Alternative   Careers .   Unlike   the   other   books   mentioned   in   this   paragraph,   I   have   not   been   able   to   find   
any   reference   to   it   through   online   searches.     
5  1982   saw   the   introduction   of   a   Fine   Art   Photography   BA   at   Glasgow   School   of   Art;   it   was   the   first   of   
its   kind   in   Europe.   
6  Some   -   Supasnaps,   say   -   did   not   make   the   change   and   vanished,   being   replaced   by   the   Snappy   
Snaps   franchise;   Boots   and   Jessops   changed   their   process   seamlessly   
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The   substitution   of   working   with   file-based   media   on   a   computer   for   things   which   had   
previously   been   done   with   specialist,   expensive   and   bulky   sets   of   analogue   equipment   had   
already   taken   place   for   me   in   my   work   in   radio.   Doing   things   that   were   exceptionally   difficult   
using   analogue   equipment   -   separating   two   tracks   that   had   been   mixed   down   onto   a   single   
piece   of   tape,   say   -   became   simple.   Being   able   to   select   a   section   of   a   file   and   applying   a   
standard   process   enshrined   in   the   software   which   -   critically   -   could   be   undone   and   redone   
quickly,   had   opened   up   a   range   of   possibilities   that   had   previously   been   restricted   to   
high-budget,   significant   bits   of   programming.   You   no   longer   needed   to   go   to   a   specialist   
recording   studio   to   make   multitrack   recordings;   now   all   you   needed   was   a   laptop   running   a   
copy   of   Cool   Edit   Pro.   
  

Frozen   characteristics   of   a   chemical   photograph   -   the   white   balance   say   -   were   able   to   be   
changed   with   the   click   of   a   mouse.   You   could   print   them   yourself.   Or   make   them   into   a   book.   
We   were   not   restricted   to   standard   print   sizes   and   formats.   Aspect   ratios   determined   by   film   
formats   had   been   the   norm;   now   the   door   opened   to   enormous   prints,   sized   to   fit   the   subject   
matter   rather   than   determined   by   the   medium.     
  

Without   this,   it   is   hard   to   imagine   an   exhibition   like   Wolfgang   Tillsman’s    2017    at   Tate   Modern   
(Tillsman:2017)   -   consisting   of   a   wide   variety   of   print   sizes,   ranging   from   the   tiny   to   gallery   
wall-sized   -    without   the   liberation   of   printing   from   its   pre-digital   constraints   of   scale.   
  

Printing   had   required   specialist   printing   technology   -   and   men   in   brown   coats   to   operate   it;   
making   physical   collages   had   involved   taking   prints   -   of   the   right   size   -   cutting   them   up   and   
glueing   them   together.   If   any   of   this   went   wrong   you   needed   to   start   again   at   the   beginning.   
A   crucial   part   of   analogue   processing    -   both   developing   film   and   making   prints   -   had   
involved    fixing    the   image,   preventing   any   further   changes   in   the   chemistry.   Now   everything   
had   become   more   fluid.   Different   versions   of   a   finished   picture   could   be   created   for   different   
distributions   and   audiences;   if   you   did   not   like   what   you   had   just   done,   you   could   simply   
undo   it,   start   again   and   have   another   go.   And   of   course,   once   your   images   were   digitised   
and   file   based,   you   could   bypass   printing   entirely   and   view   them   online.   
    

Unlike   changes   to   the   physical   apparatus   used   for   photography,   the   ability   of   the   internet   to   
collapse   hitherto   immutable   ideas   of   physical   space   and   time   changes   absolutely   everything   
about   what   you   do   with   photography.   It   was   impossible   to   continue   feigning   indifference   to   
what   happened   once   you   had   pushed   the   shutter.   Cartier-Bresson’s   ‘decisive   moment’   had   
become   a   starting   point   rather   than   an   end   in   itself.   
  

The   work   of   art   in   the   age   of   electronic   reproduction   
  

‘ Photographers’   intentions   are   as   follows:   first   to   encode   their   concepts   of   the   world   into   
images;   second   to   do   this   by   using   a   camera;   third   to   show   the   images   produced   in   this   way   
to   others,   so   that   they   can   serve   as   models   for   their   experiences,   knowledge,   judgement   and   
actions;   fourth,   to   make   these   models   as   permanent   as   possible.   In   short:   Photographers’   
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intentions   are   to   inform   others   and   through   their   photographs   to   immortalize   themselves   in   
the   memory   of   others ’.   

Flusser,   (1983:45)     
  

In   2005   I   started   using   Flickr.   I   had   already   posted   a   handful   of   photographs   online   but,   with   7

its   pre-existing   layout,   discussion   groups   and   mechanisms   for   commenting   on   individual   
images,   Flickr   was   the   perfect   next   step   for   someone   seeking   an   audience.   The   endorphin   
hit   triggered   by   the   cycle   of   taking   a   picture,   posting   it   on   your   photostream   and   having   it   
‘liked’   within   seconds   by   your   new,   virtual   peers   was   intoxicating.   Photography   as   an   activity   
had   moved   from   being   a   quiet,   private   recording   and   become   a   form   of   showing   off   -   look   at   
me!   and   look   at   my   pictures!   -   overnight.     
  

Going   far   beyond   merely   wanting   to   display   your   pictures,   there   was   so   much   available   
online   to   process!   If   you   wanted   to   know   more   about   anything   -   a   technique,   a   piece   of   
equipment,   an   exemplary   practitioner   -   it   was   all   just   a   quick   search   on   google   away.   I   hadn’t   
really   changed   the   way   I   thought   about    taking    photographs,   but   my   entire   approach   to   what   
you   could   do    with   them ,   once   they   were   turned   into   files,   was   in   the   process   of   being   
revolutionised.     
  

By   2010,   anyone   with   an   entry   level   DSLR   or   an   entry-level   smartphone,    a   computer   and   
some   software   could   make   pictures   which   looked   -   superficially   at   least   -   'professional'.   
Throw   an   internet   connection   into   the   mix   and   these   pictures   can   be   distributed   globally   in   
seconds.   A   rudimentary   knowledge   of   how   text-based   search   allows   people   to   find   things   
that   are   available   online   can   be   used   to   turn   populations   into   a   potential   audience.   
  

While   there   is   nothing   inherent   in   the   (no   longer    quite    so)   new,   digital   apparatus   for   
photography   that    forces    you   to   do   anything   differently   with   your   camera,   the   integration   of   
photography   with   the   wider   field   of   computing   completely   transforms   what   you   can   do   with   
the   pictures   you   take,   in   terms   of   understanding   their   context   and   while   working   further   on   
them,   before   placing   them   hopefully   before   an   avid,   insatiable,   international   public.     
  

If   you   wanted   to   know   more   about   anything   -   a   technique,   a   piece   of   equipment,   an   
exemplary   practitioner   -   it   was   all   just   a   couple   of   clicks   and   a   quick   search   on   google   away.   I   
hadn’t   really   changed   the   way   I   thought   about    taking    photographs,   but   my   entire   approach   to   
what   you   could   do    with   them ,   once   they   were   turned   into   files,   had,   over   a   few   years,   been   
revolutionised.     
  

Ritchin’s   quote   from   Marshall   McLuhan   comes   from   the   book,    War   and   peace   in   the   global   
village    (1968:175),   but    The   medium   is   the   massage    (McLuhan:1967)   contains   a   better   
description   of   the   world   which   we   inhabit   now.   It   describes   how   the   young   experience   the   
world   in   a   different   way   from   their   parents,   drawing   ideas   from   pictures   more   easily   than   from   
the   written   world,   gaining   the   bulk   of   their   knowledge   of   the   world   around   them   from   
electronic   media,   while   bypassing   more   traditional   ways   of   gaining   knowledge   such   as   
universities,   colleges   or   the   print   media.   While   McLuhan’s   ‘now’   does   not   really   tally   with   my   

7  On   the   small   amount   of   personal   online   space   provided   by   my   ISP.   Writing   the   html   for   the   ‘pages’   
had   only   required   a   basic   text   editing   program   and   a   few   online   tutorials.   
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memories   of   the   time,   it   certainly   seems   to   predict   the   post-electronic,   internet   age   where   we   
now   find   ourselves.     
  

The   photographic   apparatus   (manufacturers,   theoreticians,   practitioners   and   education)   did   
not   provide   the   impetus   for   individual   photographers   to   change   what   they   were   doing   as   they   
moved   from   an   analogue   practice   to   a   digital   one,   but   alongside   people   like   me   who   already   
‘did’   photography   stumbling   into   this   new   world,   there   were   countless   people   who   were   
introduced   to   making   pictures   after   the   purchase   of   a   phone   with   a   camera   built   in.   They   
don’t   worry   whether   a   scanned   object   is   ‘a   photograph’   or   if   it   could   be   seen   as   a   modern   
version   of   a   photogram,   they   just   get   on   with   it   and   took   pictures.   
  

Photography   has   lost   some   of   its   specialness   perhaps,   but   that   specialness   has   been   
replaced   by   a   whole   new   way   of   communicating   with   a   global   audience   that   we   could   only   
have   dreamed   of   as   we   tried   to   interest   others   in   our   holiday   snaps   in   the   1980s.   
  

If   photography   has   lost   something   by   becoming   just   one   digital   medium   amongst   many,   it   
has   also   gained   the   power   of   ubiquity.   It   is   everywhere.   It   is   a   game   that   anyone   can   play   
and,   now,   almost   everyone   does...     
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