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Introduction : What is research in photography? 

Planning
The fi rst chapter takes a close look at 

the initial stages of the research process 

– planning your project, researching 

historical contexts and exploring relevant 

theory. It encourages you to consider 

the reasons you have for making your 

work. The importance of considering and 

articulating what you want to do and why is 

introduced in the context of proposal writing. 

Budget preparation and timetabling are 

discussed as part of the written proposal.

Developing ideas through research
The second chapter investigates a range of 

potential research tools, places to visit and 

things to do as part of the research process. 

The value of the widest range of resources 

is considered, as well as how to get the 

most out of each one. It looks at where to 

fi nd what you need and how to develop a 

framework for research. The value of archives, 

museums and the Internet is discussed, as 

well as conducting interactive research.

Practice as research
What does practice-based research mean? 

Having looked at the early stages of planning, 

this chapter concentrates on exploring 

practice and looks at how it relates to other 

forms of research. Genre and style are 

explored, and editing is brought into the 

discussion as a way of analysing practice. 

This chapter also examines how continuous 

evaluation informs the development of 

a body of work and shows that critical 

refl ection is valuable at every stage.

Compiling your research
Making a record of your research is 

invaluable. To make the most of the work 

you have done, it is vital to fi nd ways of 

bringing order to your research materials. 

There are many different ways of doing this 

and there is scope to develop your own 

personal method. This chapter looks at 

some of the available methods for compiling 

your research, including workbooks, 

sketchbooks, archives and blogs.

Research and practice
Research and practice are intrinsically 

linked and form a continuous working 

process, sparking new ideas and innovative 

ways of working. This chapter explores the 

connection between research and practice 

and considers how all aspects of thinking, 

researching and producing are parts of the 

process. The importance of taking time to 

refl ect on your research is explored, as well 

as how revisiting past research and modifying 

an existing plan can benefi t your projects. 

Context and audience are discussed, and the 

importance of research ethics is highlighted.
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The impact of research
Research is meaningful, and methods of 

evaluating and refl ecting on your research 

allow you to improve your future work. 

This fi nal chapter looks at the value that 

has been placed on research in the 

contemporary world, in archives as well 

as the display of photographers’ research 

in exhibitions. Today’s curators are keen 

to make us aware of the work that goes 

on behind the making of photographs 

and to emphasize that a single great 

image has not been made in a vacuum. 

0.2
Title: from ‘Workstations’

Photographer: Anna Fox

The ‘Workstations’ series, shot in 

the late 1980s, documented London 

office life at the end of the Thatcher 

era. The photographer’s extensive 

research included interviewing 

office workers, attending 

conferences, exploring new ways 

of using flash, reading sociological 

texts, reading business magazines, 

and looking at past representations 

of office life. 

Δ Contents | Introduction
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1.1
Title: Vantage Point 1 

 Photographer: Ellie Davies

This image, set in a private home, 

is part of a series that explores 

the psychological relationship 

between individuals and the space 

they occupy. Ellie Davies creates 

a dream-like sense of menace 

derived from childhood memory. 

Although staged, the photograph 

clearly relates to a possible reality; 

there is a sense of a story pending 

and as viewers we do not know 

how the narrative will unfold.

 

1.1

001-168 03267.indd   10001-168 03267.indd   10 11/2/11   11:48:12 AM11/2/11   11:48:12 AM



Job:03267  Title: Basics Creative Photography-Behind The Image (AVA)
Page:11

LLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLL

LLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLL

LLLLL

LLLLL 11 

001-168 03267.indd   11001-168 03267.indd   11 11/2/11   11:48:15 AM11/2/11   11:48:15 AMJob:03267  Title: Basics Creative Photography-Behind The Image (AVA)
Page:11

All photographic series are harvested from research – from scholarly 
investigations to catching an overheard conversation on the bus. 
Researching a project is as challenging and exciting as taking the 
photographs, sometimes more so. It frames, informs and focuses the 
fi nal photographic images. As a photographer, you need the skills and 
knowledge to be able to nurture the seed of an idea. 
Ideas do not exist in a void – nothing is absolutely new. You bring your own 

unique vision to any body of work and that vision has been informed and 

infl uenced by everything you have researched along the way. Embarking on 

research can feel daunting and overwhelming. Take a step back and draw up 

a plan or map to help you navigate the options you have ahead of you. The 

fi rst stages of this plan will involve looking back and uncovering what brought 

you to the project in the fi rst place. Where did the initial idea come from? 

Trace back the idea to your possible sources and use these as your fi rst key 

areas to research. Do not self-censor or dismiss unexpected sources; include 

all minute details.

Did your infl uences derive from your own personal history – your memory? 

Overhearing people’s conversations? Reading people’s concerns in the 

newspaper? You may have gained an understanding of contemporary life 

by reading fi ction or poetry, or listening to music lyrics as well as listening 

to the radio or reading a Facebook posting – everything has the potential to 

contribute to your research. 

Once you have a draft research plan, you are ready to direct the vision for 

your work. Look for visual references and explore the medium of photography 

to help you translate your idea into photographs. Do not always stick to your 

plan, it is simply a guide; new knowledge always opens up possible new 

directions. Regularly update your plan to refl ect what you discover on the way.

1 Planning
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A research proposal

Research proposals are a key part of the 

research process, for students and 

professional photographers alike. Developing 

a basic research proposal will benefi t the 

structure of any project and the way you go 

about making it happen. More advanced 

proposals can be used to apply for funding 

for particular projects, so being able to 

produce a successful proposal is a key skill 

for all photographers. 

By breaking a proposal down into the 

following sections you can write clearly and 

make appropriate points in relevant places. 

You can refer back to your proposal during 

the working process and amend it when 

necessary; a proposal is a plan and needs to 

be updated regularly as things change. 

The title
Simple as it may seem, a title is vital and 

reveals more about a project than you may 

imagine. You may want to include a subtitle 

to give a little more information about the 

project, and you may also write a short 

summary of the work to be undertaken. 

Start with a working title. It could be quite 

simple, and then continue beneath your title 

with a straightforward subtitle that clarifi es 

what you are doing. You may change your 

title three or four times during the research 

process as you search for the most 

appropriate one.

1.2 
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1.2
Title: from ‘Nummianus’ 

Photographer: Steffi Klenz

‘Nummianus’ is a body of work that 

looks critically at the displacement 

of people through the decline in 

the housing market. Steffi Klenz 

photographed boarded up, terraced 

houses in order to comment on 

the plight of people experiencing 

severe economic change. The 

title of the series is from a Latin 

inscription found in the remains 

of a house in the destroyed 

city of Pompeii. Klenz uses this 

title deliberately to emphasize 

the sense of loss and disaster 

experienced by the community.  

Developing a basic research proposal 
will benefi t the structure of any 
project and the way you go about
making it happen. 

A research proposal | Being informed: History ◊
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A research proposal

The topic or theme
The subject , topic or  theme is the most 

signifi cant part of your proposal; it will 

contain all the key details of the project. 

You do not need to write a long, essay-

like piece, rather, you should try to get 

as much information as possible in two 

to three paragraphs. The writing should 

be positive and convey your sense of 

interest and enthusiasm about the idea. 

Most importantly, you need to clearly 

explain what it is you intend to do –  

giving as much relevant information as 

possible about the subject, how you will 

approach making the photographs, and 

how you expect the project to develop. 

Who is your audience? 
Your proposal should discuss the 

context and audience of your proposed 

work – consider where you would like 

your fi nished work to exist in the world. 

Is it an exhibition? A publication? A 

public artwork? A picture essay to be 

published in a magazine or something 

else entirely? To do this effectively, you 

need to consider how each context might 

give the work a different meaning.

Thinking and reading about how photographs 

are read and consumed in the world will help 

you make decisions about the context for 

your own work. Next time you see a body 

of photographic work in a public arena, try 

imagining it transferred to a different context. 

How would it fi t in? Would the meaning of the 

work be altered if it existed in a new context?

1.3
Title: Emergency Briefing Room 
(digitally censored photograph) 
from ‘The Last Things’
Photographer: David Moore

David Moore’s series, ‘The Last 

Things’, documents a top-secret 

secure military location below 

ground in central London. It is the 

space that will be used as the first 

port of call in any situation where the 

safety of the country is under threat. 

The Ministry of Defence allowed 

David Moore an unprecedented 

level of access, enabling him to 

observe a live working space 

that is continuously on standby 

and fully prepared for the most 

extreme national emergency. 

Moore was able to make this 

work by negotiating access and 

having a strong proposal.
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A research proposal

Approach and methods
A proposal should detail your approach to 

making the work and the different practical 

methods you will explore during the project. 

This can simply be a list of the types of 

fi lm, camera, lighting and processing that 

you might use. It could also be more of a 

discussion around technical issues and 

how they relate to the meaning of the 

project, as well as how you might produce 

the fi nal work. These predominantly 

technical aspects of the project should be 

appropriate and show that you are interested 

in the medium and the possibilities for 

experimentation. How you choose to fi nish 

the work should refl ect an understanding 

of the context it will go into or appear in.

This section of your proposal must also 

detail the ways in which you intend to 

conduct your related research. You may 

also want to explore the possibility of a 

collaboration and explain this as part of your 

methodology for practice. Explain why you 

intend to collaborate, what collaborations 

you have researched and the impact this 

way of working would have on your project.

Photography can be a vehicle to help 

you step into new environments and new 

fi elds. When drawing from an unfamiliar 

arena, you could decide to collaborate 

with someone from the fi eld of interest in 

order to gain vital support and specialist 

knowledge. Making work with someone 

from another area of expertise can aid 

the creative process, making it a fruitful 

and enriching experience. However, when 

working with another person, issues of time 

management and division of tasks need to 

be well planned. Co-writing a proposal with 

a collaborator can help to crystallize your 

idea; it enables both partners to be clear 

about the aims of the project from the start. 

Getting in
You may want to gain access to a location or 

organization as part of your project and your 

written proposal will be key in doing this. 

Seeking permission to photograph is one 

aspect of both documentary and location 

photography that needs to be considered in 

the proposal. Laws governing who and when 

you can photograph differ from country to 

country and you should always be sure that 

you understand the law before attempting to 

take photographs in public or private spaces. 

The parts of your proposal that describe 

your subject, and also the context you 

are placing the work into, will be the most 

relevant to an organization or individual that 

you need to gain permission from. It is also 

essential to be able to clearly communicate 

these aspects of the proposal in emails, 

telephone conversations and at meetings.
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Making work with someone from
another area of expertise can aid
the creative process, making it a
fruitful and enriching experience.

1.4
Title: from ‘A Suicide 
Constellation’

Artist: Pedro Vicente

Pedro Vicente made these 

photograms in a darkroom by 

flashing an enlarger light over his 

head and adding patterns to each 

image before it was developed. 

He collaborated with psychology 

student Carol Davies to interpret the 

photograms using the Rorschach 

psychodiagnostic test, which 

analyses how people respond to 

certain patterns, and wrote down his 

responses to each image. Vicente 

then brought the work together as an 

artist’s book, with the images shown 

alongside the writing they inspired. 

1.4

A research proposal | Being informed: History ◊
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A research proposal

Proposals for funding
When creating a more advanced research 

proposal to apply for funding for a body of 

work, there are additional considerations 

to take into account. Potential sources of 

funding include government art bodies, 

private funders, grant-giving bodies and 

trusts, awards and commercial sponsors 

or partners. Each one will have a different 

application form and you must think carefully 

about the specifi c headings or questions on 

it. You must take your idea and your initial 

research fi ndings and tailor them into a 

proposal for the funding organization in 

question. 

Some funders ask for a written proposal only, 

others may request visual examples 

of your work. Think carefully and objectively 

when selecting images to submit with a 

proposal for funding. Do the chosen images 

portray a coherent vision, a clear story, as 

well as aesthetic and technical competency? 

Remember that ‘less is more’. Keep the edit 

strong and concise.

If you are asked to write a project summary, 

bear in mind this is likely to be used in some 

form of publicity for the project. With the 

increasing use of social media, it is worth 

considering how your summary would work 

on platforms such as Twitter, Facebook or on 

blogs. A summary needs to be very upbeat 

and make the reader want to know more 

about the project. It is often possible to fi nd 

other project summaries on websites or by 

calling the funding body to see if they can 

direct you to examples.

Timetable and budget
These two elements of a proposal for funding 

are straightforward and vital: whoever the 

proposal is directed at will need to know 

if the project is feasible. A timetable and a 

budget are a basic version of a business 

plan. They may seem almost too obvious 

to write down, but remember that the person 

or people who will read the proposal are 

unlikely to know much about you. They need 

evidence that you have the ability to sensibly 

plan a project, both in terms of the time and 

money that is available. A project has to be 

achievable within its budget and its time line.

Proposed research references 
A list of potential references (and where 

you might go to investigate them) helps the 

proposal reader to understand the scope 

or ambition of the proposed project. The list 

should include references to photographers 

and artists whose work relates to the project; 

research sources relating to the subject 

or theme; links to where you might 

research working methods and any other 

related information. It may include references 

to fi ction, music, and fi lm, as well as 

theoretical debate.
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1.5
Title: Cover page insert for
project ‘RESORT’

Photographer: Anna Fox

This image is a working title page 

for a newly commissioned project 

documenting the contemporary 

face of the holiday camp Butlins 

in Bognor Regis, UK. It is a simple 

overview of the place (Butlins) and 

will most likely be used as an inside 

cover image. However, as funding 

had to be raised for the project, this 

image with its title has been used 

in a proposal on the introductory 

page. The typeface style and colour 

have been used deliberately to 

reflect the Butlins style and to bring 

out the red in the photograph.

1.5
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Being informed: History 

There are numerous debates and arguments 

about the way history is recorded and retold. 

Inevitably, important elements get missed 

out and, in the case of photographic history, 

whole countries have been neglected. It can 

be a challenging and exciting part of any 

research project if new historical material 

is discovered, perhaps in an archive or in 

a personal interview previously unseen 

or unheard. Histories of photography 

are frequently divided by country or 

continent and, undoubtedly, the histories 

of North American and northern European 

photography tend to dominate the fi eld. North 

America was fast to embrace 

and promote photography as an art form 

and northern Europe was not too far behind.

Understanding histories 
Today, writers, editors and curators are 

expanding their research parameters. 

Through the growth of various diasporas, 

knowledge about photography and its 

histories is becoming a global subject. 

Histories of photography link photographers 

together and frequently propose ideas 

about how things are connected within a 

particular narrative. As a researcher, it is 

your job to fi rst read, understand and then 

interrogate the histories presented to you. Try 

reading a few different books that examine 

photography from the same continent – this 

is particularly interesting as you will start 

to gain a sense of how the personality 

of the author has shaped their story. 
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Further information
Once you have found photographers that 

interest you, or a period of photographic 

history that is intriguing, make a note of the 

details and search other publications and the 

Internet for further leads and information. If 

the photographer is living, their own website 

should be a resource worth exploring. Their 

résumé, albeit a list with no commentary, 

will tell you more about their history. 

Obituaries are also interesting and will give 

you a short overview of a photographer’s 

life and work; you may need to visit a 

newspaper archive to fi nd past examples.

Looking at historical examples and 

research enables you to think about 

why a body of work was made and the 

relevance of its context from a distance – 

time being the distance. Histories inform 

you of how things happened and why. 

It is often revealing to investigate the 

political and social histories of the period 

alongside that of the photographers; 

this will give you more understanding of 

why things happened when they did.

1.6
Title: Photography history books

Source: Thames and Hudson 

There are numerous histories of 

photography. It is always interesting, 

as part of the research process, to 

research the author of each book you 

are reading and discover their history. 

Learning about an author’s history 

can reveal much about the way a 

book has been written and edited.

1.6
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Being informed: Practice 

Research into the practice of other 

photographers or into a particular subject or 

theme can reveal a huge volume of material, 

particularly if carried out on the Internet. 

When undertaking this type of research, you 

will need to refi ne your results by looking at 

information about the photographers and 

subjects in closer detail. You can do this 

by researching a photographer’s history via 

their own website, looking at their projects 

and résumé, and by searching other 

websites, such as Wikipedia. From this you 

will gain a basic overview of the status of 

the photographer and can gauge whether 

they are still relevant to your research list.

Refi ning your results
Once you have narrowed down your initial 

search results, you can look in more detail at 

relevant photography exhibitions, magazines 

and agencies. You should check the history 

of each organization and fi nd out who 

they are, what they do, how recognized 

they are and in what context they operate. 

Amazon, Abe Books and other Internet 

booksellers that sell second-hand material 

can be a useful source of information 

about museum and gallery publications.

You need to keep in mind that the Internet 

is not always the most reliable resource for 

research. Ultimately, you need to attend talks 

and lectures, listen to radio and television 

programmes and go to exhibitions to fi nd 

out about photographers and their work. 

Always carry a notebook and pen or a way 

of recording information; a small camera 

is often useful to record book covers 

you might see in shops or markets.

Magazines
Photography magazines are a rich source of 

photographers’ work. There are numerous 

magazines published around the world 

that might help you with your research. 

If your local library does not stock a 

particular magazine, you could put in a 

request for them to do so. Magazines such 

as Photoworks (UK); Aperture (US); Exit 

(Spain); Camerawork Delhi (India) and 

Estonia will all give you the opportunity to 

look at the work of emerging photographers 

alongside more established practitioners.

Read widely

Refresh your thinking about photography 

by engaging with a broad range of written 

materials. If you find a piece of writing 

difficult, move on to the next essay or 

book; you can go back to the more 

complex pieces later. Re-reading texts at 

different points in time encourages new 

ways of seeing the world and of seeing 

photography. A broad-minded approach 

to selecting your reading material will 

keep you informed and inspired. 
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1.7
Title: The Americans

Source / Photographer:

Steidl/Robert Frank

Photographers often have their work 

published in monographs. Swiss 

photographer Robert Frank travelled 

the United States in the 1950s, 

documenting the American people 

from the point of view of an outsider. 

He teamed up with renowned Beat 

writer Jack Kerouac who provided 

the text for this monograph. 

1.8 
Title: Shadi Ghadirian: Iranian 
Photographer

Source: Rose Issa Projects/

Saqi Books

Shadi Ghadirian is a female Iranian 

photographer whose work looks at the 

paradoxes faced by Iranian women. The 

‘Qajar’ series, shot in the late 1990s and 

featured in this monograph, juxtaposes 

historical backgrounds and clothes with 

elements of the modern day. 

1.7

1.8

  Δ Being informed: History | Being informed: Practice | Being informed: Theory ◊

001-168 03267.indd   23001-168 03267.indd   23 11/2/11   3:51:36 PM11/2/11   3:51:36 PM



Job:03267  Title: Basics Creative Photography-Behind The Image (AVA)
Page:24

LLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLL

LLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLL
JJJ4JJJJJJJJJJJJJJJJJJJJJJJJJJJJJJJJJ24 JJ

 

001-168 03267.indd   24001-168 03267.indd   24 11/2/11   11:49:00 AM11/2/11   11:49:00 AMJob:03267  Title: Basics Creative Photography-Behind The Image (AVA)
Page:24

Being informed: Theory 

The development and writing of theory, like 

history, grows out of a research process. 

Theorists bring ideas and concepts together 

in a way that is often surprising; they look at 

the world from various perspectives, 

sometimes based on theoretical thinking from 

different disciplines. A theorist can shed new 

light on familiar aspects of daily life and 

question conventional or traditional ways of 

thinking. Reading theory can be more 

challenging than reading history – some of 

the ideas are unfamiliar and complex, so you 

need time to make sense of them. Try 

breaking up theoretical reading; read a 

chapter that interests you, then allow yourself 

thinking time to refl ect on what has been 

said. Keeping notes may help you. 

Photographic theory
Certain theoretical models established in 

fi elds outside photography, such as linguistics 

or psychoanalysis, have been applied to 

photography by theorists. As with the history 

of photography, there is a predominance of 

theoretical writing on photography by North 

American and European writers. This is 

an inevitable result of the academicization 

of photography in higher education since 

the 1960s in the US and Europe. As 

photography education spreads further 

afi eld internationally, this will change. It is 

also interesting to research cultural or media 

theory alongside photographic theory to 

gain another point of view.

Photographic journals
Journals on photography are relatively 

recent phenomena. In the UK alone, there 

are several journals dedicated specifi cally 

to photography. A journal publishes essays 

and papers that have usually been peer 

reviewed. This means that a panel of 

experts has commented on the text and 

the writer or editor then edits it accordingly, 

before publication. Journals are published 

frequently and so promote the most 

contemporary views of theorists around 

the world. Your local library may subscribe 

to an online or paper copy of a journal, 

and it is a resource well worth exploring.

Books
Theory books discuss photography from 

a critical perspective, often analysing its 

construction and content from radical 

positions. This kind of writing often turns 

familiar concepts upside down and may 

challenge your vision as a photographer. 

This is useful in terms of refreshing 

your thinking and questioning 

accepted attitudes to the world you 

are recording or representing.

A photographer has a certain responsibility 

in terms of how they choose to represent 

the world, so being informed by theoretical 

opinion can enable fresh thinking 

on this. Theoretical concepts can be 

applied to practice and through this, 

theoretical ideas can be explored as 

part of the practical research process. 
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1.9
Title: Photography journals and 
theory books

Source :

Bloomsbury/Penguin/Routledge

Journals predominantly publish 

theoretical texts with some 

images as reference. Photography 

& Culture is one such journal, 

releasing three issues per year 

since it was set up in 2008.

Susan Sontag’s On Photography 

is seen as a seminal theoretical 

book on photography. 

Photography: A Critical 

Introduction is a theory book 

that looks at key debates in 

photographic theory and practice. 
1.9

  Δ Being informed: Practice | Being informed: Theory | Case study 1: Aberfan ◊
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Case study 1: Aberfan 

A

A

‘

A

T

T

1.10 – 1.11
Title: from ‘Aberfan’

Photographer:

Natasha Caruana

Caruana created new images 

using archive material, combining 

narratives of past and present. 

1.10

1.11
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Case study 1
Aberfan
Natasha Caruana’s project, ‘Aberfan’, illustrates how research can lead you 

down new and exciting paths. Working within the documentary genre, Caruana 

captures the modern life of a distinctive post-industrial village. 

Before approaching members of the community, it was important to 

understand the past and present history of the village of Aberfan in Wales. 

Caruana used the local archive housed at Merthyr Tydfi l’s Central Library to 

gain insight into historical depictions of the village, and the local newspaper 

to uncover knowledge about the village in the present day. Both resources 

were inexpensive, accessible and offered an insider’s point of view. 

Aberfan was once a thriving Welsh coal mining village. For decades the 

mining waste was deposited on the hillside above the village, forming a 

‘slag-heap’. One autumn day, torrential rain caused the heap to collapse and 

thunder down the hillside into the village, engulfi ng all that stood in its path. 

A total of 144 people were killed, including 116 children at the primary school. 

The tragic history of this village, revealed through research, informed 

Caruana’s point of view. Taking a personal approach to the project, she met 

members of the community and recorded their stories, giving her project an 

informed perspective. Carrying copies of archive images, Caruana stopped 

people on Aberfan’s main street. She asked them to hold the images for her 

to photograph, which allowed her to create a series of intriguing documents. 

Through this process she was able to organize access to homes and 

community centres, creating opportunities for more intimate dialogue with 

village members. Caruana met numerous individuals and recorded their life 

stories and experiences of the disaster and pit closure. With this information 

she created a primary resource archive for the project. 

Having researched the history of the miners’ strike and pit closures, Caruana 

was able to enter into conversations with the retired miners. This helped her 

to earn their trust and gain access to private spaces within the community, 

such as the Working Men’s Club, to which women had restricted access.

  Δ Being informed: Theory | Case study 1: Aberfan | Activity 1: Recording ideas ◊
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Activity 1: Recording ideas

A

Y

1.12 – 1.13
Title: Mind map and 
photographer’s notebook

Source: Anna Fox

These images illustrate different 

ways of recording ideas. The 

circular, web-like structure 

of the mind map contrasts 

with the linear list used in this 

photographer’s notebook. Both 

are valid ways of recording your 

ideas – try each method and 

see what you find most useful. 

1.12

1.13
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Activity 1
Recording 
ideas
Ideas are fragile and have a habit of 

materializing anytime, anywhere. Without a 

means to record and preserve them, they 

are liable to vanish from the imagination 

as abruptly as they appeared. 

It is important to fi nd a system of 

documenting your ideas at the moment 

of conception. This could mean having a 

notebook or sketchbook with you at all times. 

For the more digitally inclined, your mobile 

phone can function as a Dictaphone to 

record sound or voice memos on location. 

You can use the camera on your phone 

to photograph key inspirations, locations, 

exhibitions, characters – anything that 

acts as visual reminder for your idea. You 

could even send yourself an email or 

text message when the idea occurs. 

Notebook project
Keep a notebook with you at all times. 

Populate it with every creative thought 

surrounding your projects and your 

photographic practice. This means that 

even though some things might sit on 

the back burner for a while, you still 

have a concrete documentation of your 

ideas for future reference. The notebook 

or ideas book can also be used to 

trace your work back to its origins.  

Mind map project
A mind map allows you to think about an 

idea from a number of perspectives; it is a 

visual diagram, branching out from a central 

theme or topic. It has the potential to connect 

research possibilities in a new way through 

its web-like structure. A mind map is circular 

rather than linear, like a list, and can shed 

a different light on the scope of your idea. 

It helps you draw on previous knowledge.

As you create mind maps, you may 

fi nd that using larger sheets of paper 

enables a more ‘helicopter’ view of your 

project, giving more space for notes 

and links. You could also incorporate 

images, clippings and photographs. 

Looking at your mind maps, which 

idea now seems the most interesting? 

Which idea is most feasible? You may 

need to make separate mind maps to 

explore the feasibility of each idea.

  Δ Case study 1: Aberfan | Activity 1: Recording ideas 
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Photographic works can be inspired 

by researching other creative 

genres, such as film, literature and 

theatre. Ralph Ellison’s 1952 novel 

Invisible Man inspired this Jeff Wall 

image. The novel centres on an 

unnamed African American man 

who falls into a forgotten room in 

the basement of a large apartment 

building during a riot in New York. 

The man’s social invisibility is 

symbolically highlighted by 

his increasing collection of 

illegally-powered light bulbs. 

In a painstaking production 

using exactly 1,369 light bulbs, 

as described in the text, Jeff 

Wall depicts the narrative 

through the construction of 

a large-scale photograph. 

 

2.1
Title: After ‘Invisible Man’ by Ralph Ellison, The Prologue

Artist: Jeff Wall

2.1
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Artists and photographers throughout history have searched for 
references in libraries, museums and archives. Many contemporary 
photographers have huge personal archives of their own that 
may include books, photographs, objects, magazines and 
more. These photographers will use their archives regularly 
to investigate an idea or contemplate a new direction. 
Today, many emerging photographers and writers depend on gathering 

a large percentage of their research on the World Wide Web. The 

Web has democratized knowledge in a way that was previously 

unimaginable. However, before you dedicate yourself to days in front of 

your computer screen, take a moment to consider the value of getting 

out in the world: going into places that contain important research 

materials; discovering archives that you had not known before; going 

to talks, events and conferences that may introduce you to new ways 

of looking at the world. The Web provides us with a broad starting 

point, but you need to be aware that the material you fi nd there may 

also have its limitations and, in some cases, may be far from correct. 

The concept of ‘truth’ or what is ‘real’ is a diffi cult one; no research 

source is infallible. Even if you meet an admired photographer and 

discuss their work, they may not be able to, or want to, give you the 

full picture of the story behind the scenes. You need to bring a level 

of your own interpretation and critical refl ection to what you fi nd.

2 Developing 
ideas through
research
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Where to do background research 

Photography comes in a huge number 

of different forms. It is used to record our 

families and places we visit on holiday; to 

promote products, companies and clothing; 

to report on news stories and to illustrate 

books and magazines. It is also used by 

artists and photographers to create stories 

and artworks. All aspects of photography 

are fascinating; so as a researcher in 

photography it is wise to investigate all the 

places where photographs exist in the world.

The library
Libraries are extraordinary places; they have 

many different types of resources, from books 

to databases, slide libraries, digital archives, 

sound archives, special collections, journals 

and magazines. There are many types of 

library and some specialize in particular 

subject areas. Clearly, a library will contain 

books, but what may not be immediately 

evident are the special collections or archives 

that exist behind its walls — some libraries 

have signifi cant collections of photographs. 

The British Library Sound Archive holds 

the Oral History of British Photography in 

which you can fi nd interviews and listen to 

a photographer’s history in their own words. 

You can attend courses on how to be an 

oral historian and how to interview people. 

The National Gallery of Art in the US has a 

collection of interviews with photographers, 

as well as podcasts and lectures which can 

be viewed online.

Photography also exists in image libraries; 

these banks or libraries provide ‘stock’ 

material primarily for commercial use. An 

image library can also be specialized. If 

you want to use photographs from an image 

library you have to pay for the privilege; this is 

one way that photographers make a living. 

2.2 
Title: Interior, British Library

Source / Photographer: 

Alamy/B.O’Kane

The British Library has an 

extraordinary collection, holding 14 

million books, 920,000 journal and 

newspaper titles, 58 million patents 

and 3 million sound recordings.   
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Where to do background research | The Internet ◊  

2.2 All aspects of photography are fascinating;
so as a researcher in photography it is
wise to investigate all the places
where photographs exist in the world.  
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Where to do background research 

Specialist libraries
A specialist library will hold books and 

material concerned with a particular 

subject. It is a good idea to search for such 

a library right at the start of your research 

journey. The Internet can provide details 

of specialist libraries. For instance, the 

Women’s Library <www.londonmet.ac.uk/

thewomenslibrary/aboutthecollections/> is 

based at the London Metropolitan University. 

Their website gives a clear indication of 

who they are, how long they have existed, 

what they do and what is coming up. Simply 

visiting a library and going to some of 

their events or study days can spark new 

project ideas and avenues to research.  

2.3 
Title: National Media Museum, 
Bradford, UK

Source: National Media Museum/

SSPL

The National Media Museum (NMM) 

is part of the National Museum of 

Science and Industry. The museum 

first opened as the National 

Museum of Photography, Film & 

Television in Bradford, in 1983, 

with a remit to explore the art and 

science of the image and of image-

making. The NMM is situated in the 

heart of Bradford, UNESCO City of 

Film, and is home to over 3.5 million 

items of historical significance. 

2.3

Museums are committed to education
and continuously run events, 
talks and conferences that are of 
great value to both the student and 
the professional researcher.  
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Museums
Many museums, like libraries, house 

collections of photographs. For example, 

the Pitt Rivers Museum — a fascinating 

museum of anthropology at the University of 

Oxford — has collected photographs since it 

was founded in 1884. The collection contains 

important fi eldwork archives, such as those 

of anthropologist E. E. Evans-Pritchard, as 

well as the photographs of travellers such 

as Sir Wilfred Thesiger, whose collection 

alone numbers some 38,000 images. 

The museum still collects photography 

and has a number of successful online 

research projects that use photographs. 

Some art museums boast wonderful 

photography collections, such as the 

Museum of Modern Art (MoMA) in New 

York, which has been collecting photography 

since 1930. Museums dedicated to 

photography, such as the National Media 

Museum (NMM) in Bradford, UK, include 

displays on the history of how photography 

and the moving image have evolved. The 

NMM also has a vast archive of both artistic 

photography and news photography from 

a national newspaper, including more than 

3 million images taken from 1911 to the 

1960s. This type of archive provides a mine 

of information about the past. Newspapers 

all over the world have their own archives 

and these are well worth exploring.

Museums are committed to education 

and continuously run events, talks and 

conferences that are of great value to 

both the student and the professional 

researcher. You can often subscribe to 

regular email newsletters to keep you 

informed about particular museums. You 

will also fi nd different types of experts 

in museums — from archivists to curators 

and directors. Investigate the different 

roles and responsibilities these people 

have as part of your research process.

2.4 
Title: Interior, the Museum of
Farnham, UK 

Source / Photographer: 

The Museum of Farnham/Natasha 

Caruana

The Museum of Farnham is an 

award-winning town museum in the 

UK. It contains anthropological and 

social history materials and artifacts. 

The displays in the museum 

change regularly and the museum’s 

archive is open for public access.
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Where to do background research 

Galleries
Galleries exhibit photographic work that 

is considered to have artistic or historical 

merit and, in the case of commercial 

galleries, a commercial value as well. 

It is rare for a gallery to have its own 

collection; rather, they often exhibit a 

particular show or collection that has been 

loaned to them for a given period of time. 

Some gallery owners and staff may be 

collectors themselves and have interesting 

private collections that, on occasion, you 

may be able to access. Museum curators 

may borrow items from galleries when 

they put together major exhibitions.

In the UK, there is a history of independent 

photography galleries, which grew in 

number in the 1970s and 1980s (sadly, 

many have recently closed). Independent 

galleries help new, emerging photographers 

to exhibit their work alongside more 

established photographers. Most had, 

and still have, a degree of state funding 

to aid them to do this and part of their 

mission is to provide educational material 

through events and exhibitions aimed at the 

general public, photography researchers 

and students. Outside of the UK there are 

many independent galleries including the 

Centre for Contemporary Photography in 

Australia and SF Camerawork in the US.

Viewing exhibitions is an important part 

of the research process; going to gallery 

talks and events expands knowledge 

and understanding of the practice and 

processes behind the work on the wall, 

frequently giving insight into the life of the 

photographer. Gallery talks are a valuable 

opportunity to hear views and opinions from 

contemporary writers, critics and curators.
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2.5 
Title: Exhibition installation by 
Natasha Caruana

Photographer: Phillip Reed

‘Fairytale for Sale’ is an installation 

of images and text. The images are 

displayed on a series of shelves 

and presented behind glass to 

create the sense of a shop window 

and an archive. The photographs 

are of brides selling their dresses 

on the Internet. The text next to 

the images is a ‘tagcloud’, listing 

all the reasons why the brides are 

selling their wedding dresses. 
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