                Oral History Project:

Photography Progress Evaluation

When considering my approach to this project I looked at the work of Josef Koudelka (Gypsies, Exiles) and Donavan Whylie (Losing Ground) I decided I would make work that reacted to their strategies rather than mirrored them. Koudelka’s work is full of symbolism and poetry that portrays a magic reality far removed from the one I inhabited with the travellers I met. ‘Losing Ground’ by Donavan Whylie joins the already over-subscribed canon of ‘victim’ photography.

This work emotively records the decline of a group of new age travellers from their fragile freedom on a lay-by in Gloucestershire tot heir eventual enslavement into the man-traps left by society for anyone who opts out of its constraints.

I decided to opt for a middle path, embracing neither the poetry of Koudelka nor the pathos of Whylie but instead seeking a distanced objectivity. Influenced by contemporary German photography (in particular the work of the Dusseldorf school such a s Andreas Gursky, Thomas Ruff and the Bechers) I set about s process of inventory, recording circumstances as I came across them in a logical and non-emotive manner. The evidence and supports of existence such a s culture, identity, habitat and environment are separated and distilled within the images, In this way it is the viewer who calculates their values and it is their interpretation that is the sum that is greater than the constituent parts laid before them. In this process I hope to have achieved images than convey an almost scientific integrity.

I have spent the last two months engaging in this project and feel I have made great progress in achieving my vision. I struggled to find coherence and consistency in the work until I made the picture of Joey with the pylon in the background. In this image the balance of environment and identity seemed to be struck, the line between portrait and documentary image made diffuse. I then adopted this approach as the visual thread I would string the rest of the images.

In my view the only community that has been recorded with anything approaching success is that of the Burybrickfields. The mere surface of Pennyhill and Starrhill have been scratched, although some of the interiors shots of Pennyhill make 

interesting reference points if only for the sake of comparison.  It is my belief that it is only now that a rapport consisting of acceptance and trust has been achieved at Burybrickfields and there is still vital work to be made there. I agree with Jane’s suggestion to engage with the Thornyhill community and limit the scope of the project to this group and the Burybrickfields site. This would enable us in the time we have left to build a relationship with another community instead of trying to juggle several. Also as Thornyhill are a housed community the dialogue between work made there and Burybrickfields would have a fascinating potential.

I am finding this project most challenging, exhausting and satisfying. I hope it is an engagement that lasts beyond the oral history project. I feel I am producing a body of work that has particular resonance given he contemporary political climate. I have already found one platform for it (Document 2, an international documentary film festival based in Glasgow) and know many more could be found. I am fully aware of the financial and technical implications of presenting this work. I am more than prepared to do whatever I can in order to achieve the maximum exposure for this particular work. I would like to have a meeting in the near future to select the images of high-end negative scanning, this would be the first step forward making the images ready for fine art quality display and publication.

It is my eventual dream that a book of this work be made.

The funding allocated for disposable cameras has be diverted to cover the cost of materials and eff9ort involved in printing the photographs. I came to this decision for two reasons. Firstly I do not think my subjects where interested in ownership of the project and there was a danger that their contribution might confuse and dilute the overall project. The second consideration was the value that was placed on photography by the travellers and their lack of access to a professional photographer. Providing them with quality photography seemed a far better use of the funds.

I do not particularly believe in the ‘improving’ or educational qualities of photography in this visually literate but apathetic time. I do, however feel that any work that empathises pluralism against the relentless tide of monoculture we experience is one of the most worthwhile endeavours we can undertake.

Martin Coyne

Photographer

