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Oxford, is home to the oldest university in the English-speaking world and has long been a place of 

interest to image-makers.  The picturesque views and architectural gems of the city and its colleges 

have provided many commercial and artistic opportunities alike. Historical precedents to 

photographic images of the city can be found in John Bereblock’s (1566-unknown) illustrations in 

Divinity School and Duke of Humfrey’s Library or David Logann, (1635-1692) engraver to the 

university, in his Arts End and Selden End works, made at the Bodleian Library.  English Romantic 

landscape painter J.M.W Turner (1775-1851) created several well-known paintings in the city, 

among them, Tom Tower, Christ Church (1792-1793) and The High Street, Oxford (1810) - views 

that recur in later photographs. 

Photography has had its own unique relationship with the city and its institutions from the time of 

the medium’s inception to the contemporary moment.  A cursory look at Flickr and other image 

sharing sites such as Instagram confirms that this fascination with photographing the city and its 

spaces of learning continues to this day.  As the many artists found,  Oxford continues to provide 

commercial opportunities for image-makers that capitalise on the touristic gaze.  These images of 

the city continue to perpetuate its iconic status with certain visual devices continuing to be repeated:  

the bucolic setting, the genteel academic, the golden sandstone buildings, the gowned students, 

rowers and ceremonies - all of which have affirmed views of the city as a quasi-mythic creation.   

Joan Schwartz, writing about the influence photographs have on our notions of space and place, 

memory and identity, of how people come to know somewhere says:  



Despite profound changes in imaging technologies - photography remains a powerful tool in our 

engagement with the world around us. Through photographs, we see, we remember, we imagine: 

we ‘picture place’.  

         (Schwartz, 2003: 1) 

Talbot, as with the illustrators and artists that both preceded and succeeded him, felt that; ‘the 

number of picturesque points of view’ in Oxford were, ‘almost inexhaustible’  (Schaaf, 2016).  

Within the photographs Talbot created in Oxford, the academic institutions of the university, and the 

orderly architecture of the quadrangles and archways formed a recurring motif.  Writing in 

Custodians, (Joanna Vestey, 2015) Russell Roberts said that Talbot turned his camera:   

On the facades, quadrangles and doorways of Oxford colleges in the early 1840s in an attempt to 

distil the characteristics and possibilities of photography. Fascinated by the structural designs and 

texture of the stonework, some blackened by the by-products of industrial pollution, Talbot’s 

decision to focus on ancient architecture of learning in England can also be seen as a 

conspicuous act associating his invention with scholarly pursuit; an association that would lend 

gravitas to a process that was to be seen by many as mechanical, a product of industry rather than 

the mind. 

           (Roberts, 2015: 9)  

This scholarly pursuit being perhaps most strongly acknowledged 170 years after the making of the 

work by The Bodleian Library, Oxford, who in 2014, secured a large part of the Talbot Collection.  

This stands as a reminder of the continuing importance and relevance of his work to scholars.  

Under the direction of Professor Larry Schaaf, who has examined more than 25,000 original Talbot 

negatives and prints in collections worldwide, the library has created a fully digitised online 

illustrated Catalogue Raisonné as a research resource.  Describing the role of the Bodliean, Richard 

Ovenden, Bodley’s Librarian, said, ‘The Talbot Catalogue Raisonné exemplifies the important role 

of the Bodleian Libraries and cultural institutions in creating digital resources that allow 

unprecedented virtual access to collections’ (Oxford Mail, 2014).   



Notably, it was with an image from Oxford that Talbot chose to open his is seminal book The Pencil 

of Nature (1844) in which he was to include in total four images from Oxford.  Schaaf identifies 

Plate 1. Part of Queen's College, Oxford as being taken on 4th September 1843 based on a diary 

entry from Talbot to his mother Lady Elisabeth Eastlake who had dropped him off at Abingdon at 

the beginning of a trip to the area.  The entry stated that, he ‘walked from thence to Oxford … the 

weather has been exceedingly fine both Monday, Tuesday & today, and I have made about twenty 

views each day, some of which are very pretty’ (Schaaf, 2016).  As Talbot describes in his 

accompanying text to this image: 

The view is taken from the other side of the High Street—looking North. The time is morning. In 

the distance is seen at the end of a narrow street the Church of St. Peter’s in the East, said to be 

the most ancient church in Oxford.  

        (William Henry Fox Talbot, 1844)  

It is a picture of the Queens College taken from an upper floor of an old coaching house called the 

Angel Inn, which stood opposite, and shows a fairly classic square-on image of the building with a 

vanishing perspective of a lane that runs down to the right of the building’s facade.  Within the 

image are shadows that suggest the time of day, which Talbot draws attention to in his text, 

introducing the ability of the photograph to reveal temporal indicators, noting additionally the 

‘weathering’ evidenced on the building.  

This image, as with many others, draws attention to the materiality, to the stone and how it is 

rendered in the photograph, how it has been corroded over time, noting the changes to the physical 

surfaces and alluding to notions of permanence and impermanence.  The shadow registering only at 

a certain moment of the day similarly suggests his interest in the fixing of the fleeting and the 

making permanent of something transitory. The themes of evidencing detail and making visible 

would continue to return throughout Talbot’s work.  The idea of the image as proof was also of 

interest to him and in a later image he suggested that if the physical object was removed a record of 

it would remain.   The next Oxford image featured in The Pencil of Nature is Plate XIII Queen's 

College, Oxford: Entrance Gateway, which features a view of the main part of the college on the 

opposite side of the street to the previous image.   

 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Queen%2525252525252525252527s_College,_Oxford


       

    Fig. 9  W.H.F. Talbot, The Pencil of Nature is Plate XIII.  
    Queen's College, Oxford: Entrance Gateway, (1844) 

Within the accompanying text Talbot positions the ability of the camera to make visible more than 

the human eye alone can see, expanding his position that the photograph is not just a document or a 

record of the physical world but is something that could reveal more, challenging the very idea of 

what is known.  This was to align the significance of the mechanical record, in the form of a 

physical fixed print, with the shift from belief to evidence-based thinking reflecting something of 

the social and cultural desires of this particular epoch.  Each of Talbot’s compositions invite a slow 

rewarding viewing of the physical image.  In the accompanying text to this image he suggests this 

to the viewer: 

In examining photographic pictures of a certain degree of perfection, the use of a large lens is 

recommended, such as elderly persons frequently employ in reading. This magnifies the object 

two or three times, and often discloses a multitude of minute details, which were previously 

unobserved and unsuspected. It frequently happens, moreover -- and this is one of the charms of 

photography -- that the operator himself discovers on examination, perhaps long afterwards, that 

he has depicted many things he had no notion of at the time. Sometimes inscriptions and dates 

are found upon the buildings, or printed placards most irrelevant, are discovered upon their 



walls: sometimes a distant dial-plate is seen, and upon it - unconsciously recorded - the hour of 

the day at which the view was taken.  

        (William Henry Fox Talbot, 1844) 

Plate XVIII is an image captioned simply as Gate of Christchurch and shows the well-known 

Oxford landmark, Tom Tower. 

 

    Fig. 10 W.H.F. Talbot, Plate XVIII Gate of Christchurch (1844)  

This is shown from an identical perspective as was painted by Joseph Turner (1775-1851) circa 

1793 (See supporting images Appendix 1).  It shows the large Christopher Wren gatehouse with 

stone tower rising above it and to the right of the image the buildings of Pembroke College in the 

shade, as described in Talbot’s caption where he writes; 

Those who have visited Oxford and Cambridge in vacation time in the summer must have been 

struck with the silence and tranquility that pervade those venerable abodes of learning. 

Those ancient courts and quadrangles and cloisters look so beautiful so tranquil and so solemn at 

the close of a summer's evening, that the spectator almost thinks he gazes upon a city of former 

ages, deserted, but not in ruins: abandoned by man, but spared by Time. No other cities in Great 

Britain awake feelings at all similar. In other towns you hear at all times the busy hum of passing 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Christ_Church,_Oxford
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Christ_Church,_Oxford


crowds, intent on traffic or pleasure - but Oxford in the summer season seems the dwelling of the 

Genius of Repose.  

        (William Henry Fox Talbot, 1844) 

Talbot’s final image from Oxford included in The Pencil Of Nature is Plate XXI The Martyrs' 

Monument which is one of many images he made from similar tripod positions depicting the 

Victorian memorial to the Oxford Martyrs at the intersection of St Giles’, Magdalen Street and 

Beaumont Street.   

     Fig. 11  W.H.F. Talbot, Plate XXI The Martyrs'  

     Monument (1844)  

Schaaf's Catalogue Raisonné has identified 21 images portraying similar views (Bodleian 2018).  In 

the accompanying text, Talbot seems to be seeking approval from the viewer who he interestingly, 

in line with library rather than arts protocols, refers to as the ‘gentle Reader’ writing:  



And we have endeavoured in this plate to represent it worthily. How far we have succeeded must 

be left to the judgment of the gentle Reader.  

        (William Henry Fox Talbot, 1844). 

These photographic discoveries of Talbot’s can be seen to be indicative of an age where whole 

movements of thought were shifting from belief to a measurable and provable rationale, organised 

along empirical principles.  It is worth noting this shift in thought and the emergent framework for 

knowledge which occurred moving the Victorians into an era where the positivism of Comte, 

mentioned in the introduction, developed into empiricism.  This being visible in the amassing of 

physical objects for further reference and scrutiny, in Oxford museums such as the Ashmolean, The 

Pitt-Rivers, The Natural History Museum previously mentioned along with the medium of 

photography itself.  Photography can be seen inherently to be bound up with this moment and 

furthered many of the aspirations of the day.  Empiricists believed that existence could be explained 

by recourse to one’s experience and to how details seem to the individual and their senses and that 

in this context of realistic enquiry into the world, the former metaphysical certainties such as the 

existence of God must necessarily fade away.  The technical innovations around photography 

meshed perfectly with this embracing philosophy furnishing visual truth and evidence in line with 

the underpinnings of empirical knowledge.  Upon understanding this it becomes clear to see how 

powerfully positioned photography was within an evolving movement of empiricism.   

As is revealed in Talbot’s images and their accompanying text, photography was welcomed for its 

credible ability to represent scenes and events objectively, making it an immediately desirable tool 

for artistic and scientific representations alike.  Within The Pencil of Nature, images were given 

equal status with the written text, simultaneously aligning them with and proposing their potential 

contribution to, the epistemological questions around how the ‘new’ knowledge was to become 

systematised.  Additionally, this secured photography’s admission into the library and into the book 

- an area I will discuss further in due course.  Writer and lecturer Vered Maimon also locates the 

conditions for the conceptualisation of photography within the framework of Empiricism 

considering it as part of an ‘epistemological shift in which new systems and methods of knowledge 

were constituted after the collapse of natural philosophy’ (Maimon, 2015: ix).   Schaaf (2016) and 

Newall (1969), among others, similarly situate Talbot ‘against the networks and institutions of 

Victorian intellectual enterprise’ (Brusius 2010: 12).  Maimon suggests that although Talbot’s works 



can be seen to reflect the desire for ‘truth’ and is aligned with the particular moment in which it was 

created, it is essential to realise that ‘time dismantles any claim for the universality of 

knowledge’ (Maimon, 2008: 1).   Maimon is suggesting that the intelligibility of Talbot’s work is 

precisely a function of time and of belonging to a certain intellectual ‘horizon’ within which ‘things 

acquire their meaning’ (Maimon, 2008: 1).  

In this collection of images there are a multitude of points of reference to image making genres of 

the past, and it would appear that Talbot was experimenting with and presenting various visual 

methods of communication.  Within the subject matter, Talbot proposed that photography could be 

put to use for, were evidential, artistic, duplicating and cataloguing purposes among other things.  

The Pencil of Nature additionally being a catalogue that showed how the camera recorded certain 

items and what happened to the light, the reflections and the shadows on surfaces such as glass and 

china.  Throughout the book one can discern its autobiographical nature, revealing the Victorian 

gentleman's habits and the collections of the time.   Making the choice to use the book as a form to 

present this work both aligns photography with the library and secures photography’s admission in 

to it.  

Speaking of his extensive collection of Oxford images, Talbot scholar Brian Liddy has suggested 

that unlike the philosophical proposals for the medium laid out in The Pencil of Nature, the many 

images of the university that Talbot made may actually have been created for a commercial project 

along the lines of his extended photo essay Sun Pictures of Scotland (1845) or as individual prints 

for sales to the public or to the colleges, which goes to highlight that soon after photography’s 

discovery, the commercial possibilities for the medium were quickly realised.  

Martin Kemp says, ‘Every modern image, however generated, that claims to present the visual truth 

of what can be seen stands in [Talbot’s] legacy’.  He further suggests, that as the inventor of the 

negative, which allowed the printing of many copies, Talbot ‘stands as the ancestor of technological 

reproducibility in photography’ (Kemp, 2015).  Where the technologies of today can be seen to have 

replaced the need for the traditional support of the negative, questions surrounding the notions of 

visual truth and reproducibility remain as relevant today as they were at the medium’s origins.  As 

already seen, in many ways the content of Talbot’s work in Oxford followed the compositional form 

of the painters he superseded in making work that reflected the touristic gaze and with a potentially 

commercial opportunity in mind.   Photographers of Oxford who followed him in the twentieth 



century, as I will move on next to present, took up these opportunities and continued to make work 

that remained within the realist framework.   

I do not argue that Talbot was enthralled with Oxford or shared a touristic fascination with the city, 

rather that the cultural weight and gravitas of the university were the backbone of his endeavours.  

As I will go on to show, these same interests and concerns similarly inform the work of recent 

photographers such as Tom Hunter and Martin Parr.  In their work however, Hunter and Parr break 

from the earlier methods of documenting as seen in Talbot and the earlier image-makers in Oxford 

and, as I will show, they utilise methodologies that align them in contrast with forms of institutional 

critiques.  This work reflects a visible shift from the presenting of Oxford as a valued centre of 

learning to presenting it as a site of class privilege.  

Oxfordshire County Council’s website has a provisional list of photographers known to have been 

trading from 1844-1922, which includes more than one hundred entries, demonstrating how quickly 

the commercial possibilities for the medium were realised.  This also simultaneously illustrates that  

Oxford, and particularly the university, became a substantial employer requiring photographers to 

service its needs in providing popular Cartes de Visite, prints for albums, and group portraits of its 

clubs, societies, matriculations and graduations.   

Gillman and Soame (1867) were the most prolific of these and took over from Hills and Saunders 

(1856), (See supporting images Appendix 1), and remain the photographers of choice to the 

university to this day.  Group portraits and coverage of milestone events made up the core of their 

business, and reflected in their archives are images of privilege and tradition - documenting the 

royal family at Oxford, recordings of Sir Roger Bannister running the four-minute mile and, more 

recently, the now infamous image, which has since been withdrawn from copyright by Gillman and 

Soame, that showed David Cameron in 1986 with fellow members of the Bullingdon Club.  That 

withdrawal might be tantamount to photography being ‘incorporated’ rather than ‘objective’. 

In 1857 Philip Delamotte published Views In Oxford as a large (14.5inch x 18.5inch) red leather-

bound album containing forty-two photographs, mounted on cardboard, loose in a cloth case folio.  

While his views are similar to those of Turner and Talbot, of the same sites - the High Street, 

Martyr’s Monument, Queen’s College and Tom Gate and Tower they begin to differ through the 



inclusion of a single man outside the rotunder building at Oriel College, and again at the St. Mary’s 

Church, seen from Canterbury Gate, which reflect the advances in the technology and film speed.  

Two standout photographers making work bound up with the university at this moment who are 

useful to position in seeking to understand the relationship of photography to the learned society of 

the time are Charles Lutwidge Dodgson (1832–1898) and Sarah Acland (1849-1930).  Dodgson is 

better known as Lewis Carroll and for his books Alice's Adventures in Wonderland (1865) and its 

sequel Through the Looking-Glass (1871).  He made several images of natural history species in the 

university’s natural history museum including his infamous image of Reginald Southey standing 

with skeletons.  This displays something of the learning methods of the time as revealed in further 

images of his - such as that of the tuna fish skeleton.  A prolific photographer in Oxford, Dodgson 

took portraits of family and friends and celebrities of the day being known particularly for his 

extensive photographing of Alice Liddell who was of course Alice from the Alice in Wonderland 

books.  He photographed many prominent names, including Michael Faraday and others who were 

in Oxford for the infamous evolution debate between T.H. Huxley and Bishop Wilberforce in 1860.  

Sarah Acland,  (who was incidentally friends with Alice Liddell) was another Oxford photographer 

who was known for her portraiture of the well-connected friends of her family, notably creating a 

portrait of Prime Minister William Gladstone.   She was also a pioneer of colour photography.  She 

had met and was influenced by photographer Julia Margaret Cameron as well as having studied art 

with John Ruskin, the art critic.  

Much of the work of the photographers that followed in these early stages was created to fulfil a 

straightforward commercial requirement, making work that remained within a realist paradigm at a 

time when people still marvelled at the brilliance of the practice when it was employed to record 

and idealise the aims of the time.  

Tom Hunter and Martin Parr, two contemporary photographers who have further made work in 

response to the University of Oxford, provide a useful counterpoint to the early Oxford works, 

revealing both a continuing relationship to the realist paradigm and use of the associated 

formalistically documentary approach.  While these practitioners still owe their success, in many 

ways, to the earlier moments of photography’s history in terms of their indexical and documentary 

nature, being made in many of the same spaces that attracted Talbot, Delamotte and Gillman and 

Soames, what becomes evident is that a less visible, more academic, shift has taken place in the 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Alice%2525252525252525252527s_Adventures_in_Wonderland
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intention of the photographers.  Where Talbot’s work was positioned, particularly in his texts, as 

introducing the ability of the photographic image to allow for scrutiny of temporal elements 

previously not always noted by the human eye, such as the time on the clock face and the 

weathering effect on stone over time, Parr and Hunter’s work attempts to go beyond such surface 

clues to reveal, in line with post-modernism, a form of institutional-critique.  As with Talbot who 

was interested in looking beyond what was initially visible, both Hunter and Parr are seeking to 

record the relationships and cultural points of reference that lie beneath the surface, drawing into 

question where the capacity of the technological apparatus to record ends.  In these works there is a 

movement away from the previous apparent reverence to both photography and Oxford, and we see 

the work becoming a site of critique. 

Cultural theorists, such as Walter Benjamin, John Tagg and Susan Sontag, observed that 

photography could be used to scrutinise institutions and ideologies, particularly in considering the 

conditions of the work force, offering something of a counter narrative.  Where I suggested 

previously that the photography of Talbot could be seen to be furthering the ambitions of the 

dominant regime, theorists such as these suggested instead that photography could be used to 

question the presentation of truths and to comment on issues such as class.  Where Talbot had 

invited his ‘readers’ to pick up a magnifying glass and scrutinise an image for clues revealed on the 

exteriors of buildings, the altered perspectives of these contemporary photographers are asking for 

their viewers to scrutinise, for example, the less visible histories and relationships within the 

university.  The camera, instead of being used to simply record events and fulfil a commercial 

purpose has, in this capacity, become a tool to scrutinise, question and deconstruct.   Where Talbot’s 

The Pencil of Nature (1844) both aligns itself with the emerging knowledge networks of its time 

and positions photography as being inherently connected to them, Hunter and Parr’s practices, I 

propose, seek to reveal the fissures in institutional behaviours, positioning them as apart from this 

type of service.  

Hunter was the first artist-in-residence at Nuffield College and made work during May and June of 

2012.   The work that he made sought to reveal the distance between the university and the staff it 

employed.  Hunter said of this series: 

I have been taking portraits of the scouts, cleaners, butlers and workers from the University 

college halls, putting the people from behind the scenes in the picture and giving them the status 



of the grand paintings adorning the halls where they work… Twelve portraits have been taken 

and I am preparing to commence the next phase, recording the oral histories of these staff. Such 

amazing people with incredible life stories, I can’t wait. 

          (Hunter, 2012)  

 

     

                                                 Fig. 12 Tom Hunter, From the series Nuffield College,  

    Oxford, 2012 

In this image, made at Nuffield College (2012), a member of staff, potentially from the catering or 

housekeeping team, is positioned somewhat awkwardly in the corner of the dark-panelled dining 

room in their work overalls.  On closer scrutiny a very new yellow sponge is visible in his hand on 

the table - obviously positioned to hint at the type of work he may do.  This stands in contrast to the 

surrounding images of grand ladies and gentleman commemorated in the oil portraits hanging on 

the wall.  In a further image from this series, an African lady is shown standing again in a dining 

hall, surrounded predominantly by white male portraits.  While reflecting the shift in attitude of the 

photographer and questioning the colonial past and imperial powers, I would argue that by 

remaining within the realist paradigm in his image making approach, Hunter has inevitably run into 

the inherent limitations of what the medium itself can actually say.  



Walter Benjamin quotes Brecht in his seminal essay “A Short History of Photography” (1931) 

asking, ‘does the mere reflection of reality reveal anything about reality?’.  He continues: 

A photograph of the Krupp works or the AEG tells us next to nothing about these institutions.  

Reality proper has slipped into the functional. The reification of human relationships, the factory, 

let's say, no longer reveals these relationships. Therefore something has actually to be 

constructed, something artificial, something set up. 

                  (Walter Benjamin, 1931: 293) 

It would seem exactly in line with this ‘construction’ that Hunter is attempting to deliver his 

message.  Through using a more self-conscious practice, which is purportedly more aware and 

sensitive to the visual histories, Hunter attempts to illuminate issues such as colonialism and class 

within the existing institutional frameworks and attempts to disrupt them using the details and clues 

within the spaces to construct a very different narrative than the popular image more usually 

portrayed.  The paradoxical relationship between visibility and invisibility is taken up in an attempt 

to articulate the unseen dynamics of power.   It would seem that this is one particular series from his 

oeuvre that stands apart from other works, both in style and content.  Where these are made in the 

overbearing spaces of Oxford, the majority of his work stands in contrast by being made in 

Hackney and depicting travelling communities over long periods of time.  The continuity with these 

works is his concern with class and labour and his critique of the ideological spaces and class 

privilege associated with Oxford, but they do not sit visibly among his other work.  

More recently, Parr has made an extensive body of work in Oxford,  which beyond the 

observational form it may share with earlier moments of photography, as with Hunter, has a sharper 

type of critique inherent within it.  Between 2013 and 2016, following a commission from Richard 

Ovendon, Bodley Librarian, Parr, made over 20,000 images (BJP, 2017) during his 50 to 60 visits to 

the city from his home in Bristol.  The work was made as a chapter from a larger body of work 

about the ‘British Establishment’ in which Parr has documented institutions such as Harrow and 

Christ’s Hospital schools, the City of London and the British Army.  Parr’s Oxford body of work 

was published as a monograph apart from the wider project by Oxford University Press (2017) and 

contained an edit of 119 images and a foreword by British American author Simon Winchester 

OBE.  This was launched with a pop-up exhibition in the foyer of Oxford’s new Weston Library 

building in 2017. 



The Bodleian website wrote of the exhibition: 

This newly commissioned body of work documents the behind-the-scenes student antics and 

rituals that for many outside these elite establishments, will remain a secret. Parr's distinctive and 

unique observations cast a wry eye over the events without resorting to political statement or 

critique.  

         (Bodleian, 2017)   

As with Hunter’s work, the images give the impression of a form of independent institutional 

critique but I feel it would be naive to suggest the photographers had the freedoms necessary to 

make independent work.  In some ways this can be seen to align them with the work of Gillman and 

Soame, reducing them, (and indeed, my own work in Custodians) to actually being a part of the 

very machinery they purport to be critiquing. 

Parr made 20,000 images in Oxford over a similar period of time as Talbot made his collection of 

work.  In the case of Talbot this consisted of 451 known images made 180 years earlier.  Where 

Talbot was almost certainly the only photographer photographing the university at the time, Parr, 

conversely at many of the events he attended, was surrounded by many photographers using smart 

phones and digital cameras.  I would like to remain here with this thought for a while longer as 

these changes would seem to present the opportunity to discuss several of the key social and 

cultural shifts which have affected the medium.  Parr, being a photographer whose roots are in a 

more traditional documentary framework and whose background would have been in film where he 

would often have used medium format which would have often had just 12 exposures, presents a 

useful opportunity to consider the shift in workflow from analogue to digital.  

After a little preliminary research online, looking to social media platforms Flickr and Instagram, 

what is revealed is that there are literally thousands of images from Oxford that look, in many cases, 

perhaps to the untrained eye, interchangeable with Parr’s work.  For example, taking Parr’s 

photographs at the Encaenia degree ceremony held at the Sheldonian in 2017 as shown in the 

images below. 



Fig. 13 Martin Parr Encaenia Degree Ceremony,          Fig. 14 Darrell Godliman, Encaenia degree ceremony, 
The Sheldonian,  Oxford, 2017            The Sheldonian,  Oxford, 2017 

Similarly at another event Parr attended, the end-of-finals ‘trashing’  celebrations and, looking to 

Google and social media channels again, further it becomes clear that Parr is not alone in his 

interest in the rituals of the University of Oxford. 

 

Fig. 15 Martin Parr ‘Trashing’  Celebrations,   Fig. 16  Photographer Unknown, flickr image 
Oxford 2017      Trashing celebrations, Oxford 2017 

What I am suggesting is that Parr’s method of working in this time of hyper documentation can be 

seen to look increasingly challenged academically and commercially.  

https://www.flickr.com/photos/darrellg/


Fontcuberta, writing about the accumulation of images said:   

In this extraordinary accumulation, the photograph loses the condition of exclusive exquisite 

object that it once enjoyed.  Lacking value, it is trivialised; lacking the physicality of an object, it 

is dematerialised.  

       (Fontcuberta, 2015: 12)  

This raises the urgent question as to how any emerging photographer, amid such an abundance of 

images uploaded by so-called citizen photographers taken on their smart phones, can claim a 

distinctive or unique approach when making work at these same events.   More widely I believe it 

also requires photographers to consider the changed landscape that both photography and the 

photographer now find themselves in in order to make work that remains relevant.  

Joanna Vestey 

Oxford, 2017 


