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Dark Room
The Exploration

The community workshops recorded in this book were
part of a piece of work | was commissioned to make in
advance of The Festival of Belonging 7 -14 March 2020,
for Manchester Jewish Museum. The aim was to
encourage people to explore their photographic
collection more deeply.

This second book forms part of a duo of picture books
that capture the making of the work. The first book
'The Photographs’ is a simple visual record of the
selection we made. This one looks at the way we ‘read’
photographs and was made after carefully watching
and reflecting on all of the workshops and the
encounter and exploration of the eleven photographs.

The photographs are deeply moving and although
currently we know nothing of the history of the
individuals or of the places where they stand or sit, my
hope is that the installation will be the beginning of
further exploration of these extraordinary images.

A photograph traps a moment in time. It is therefore at
once about the future and what is to be and at the same
time a moment from our past. Many of these black and
white images were made in photographers' darkrooms,
and kept in boxes within dark museum stores. Brought
out of the darkness they surprise us by their power. In
the colourful light space of the here and now they ask
to be researched, talked about and respected.

Helena Tomlin












Dark Room

Dark Room is both a small installation and a beginning of a process of exploration.

It began with a selection of a small number of photographs from the wonderful collection at
Manchester Jewish Museum. The eleven chosen photographs have no information attached
about the place, date or identity of the sitters - all are unknown.

They were brought out of the dark confines of their museum boxes into the light to meet the
many visitors who would come to The Festival of Belonging.

| like to make exhibitions that involve people - and in this one you can explore, read and discuss
things.

Thank you to everyone who has been part of this deeply moving experience.

Belonging

A dark room is all about things unknown - you cannot see them but they are there.

Itis a mysterious place - as is the photographer’s darkroom.

Most people have photographs that have been passed down from one generation to another;
and these special objects, unlike a digital photograph, are made of paper and they are special as
they can easily be lost.

Writers such as Susan Sontag, John Berger and Roland Barthes have all described the
photograph’s deep and often complicated history. In this book you can find out a bit more about
their ideas.

They write beautifully about the universal power of a photograph, and in this sense sharing

these objects with each other is an important process. Being in the dark about our own history
is a shared experience also.




Exhibition

In December 2019 Manchester Jewish Museum commissioned me to make a small installation that would focus attention on their little
known photographic collection.

As part of the project | was asked to involve library visitors and invited community groups in the making of it. Each gave me a different insight
into the way families engage with a photograph.

All these have been brought together in an installation where you can explore, read and reflect.

Exploring through making

| chose three ways to explore:

Drawing and using thread

Using small stamps to make words

Making small plasticine sculptures to record the details of the photographs that had the most affect

Each workshop gave me a different insight into the way families engage with a photograph although all shared a focus on the question of
personal stories, which were brought out through the making process.

How did everyone feel about these images, and also could they help the Museum to find out more about them?

Journey

| recorded this amazing journey in my journals and by working with Joe Gardner who took photographs with everyone’'s permission.

Finally | created my own series of artworks that reflected on all these ways of looking. You can explore these artworks in the boxes.









Care

Many museums own photographs where both the photographer and the photographed are unknown.

These photographic collections need to be treated with great respect and care, as some may have
belonged originally to families who have experienced the trauma of ethnic cleansing, and in the case
of the Manchester Jewish Museum'’s collection, the Holocaust.

| realised that showing photographs where we know nothing of either the identity or of the stories of
the people in them raised difficult ethical questions.

Each time | worked with families to understand how they responded to the eleven photographs |
became aware of how personal stories of their current lives became mixed into the images, words or
sculptures they created. These ‘altered’ images were striking and imaginative, but had to be seenina
space (this book) that explained how they were produced.

Altered Images

After reflection and discussion | decided to show the little artworks or ‘altered images’ with some
notes from my journal wherever possible.

| wanted visitors during The Festival of Belonging to see the family artworks with an explanation, as
many might be aware that the original photographs could be part of a difficult past story.

Without the comments describing the process of additions you might read the ‘new’ image - The o —ater Eovepline
‘Ballerina’, ‘The Man in the Hat called Martin' or 'Jess the Dog’ - as injuring the original in some way, ’
which was never the intention of the project. These stories are ‘current’ but were not part of the
photographer’s or sitter’s world.

Transparency
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Keeping the project open and 'transparent’ has been an important part of the work, the emotional and
powerful experience of encountering photographs is something that is shared by us all.







Draw/Sew
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Thinking about emotion and photographs

The writer Roland Barthes felt a photograph embodied time and space and was made up of the 'studium’ and the ‘punctum.

Studium

The ‘studium’ Barthes described as the ‘content’ of the photograph - the place where it was taken, when and who was in it. This creates an
initial attraction to the photograph, but is not memorable.

Making words with the letter stamps seemed to give everyone a distance. The focus was on describing in words the photograph as a
whole. Most participants looked at the content - what was going on and who was in the photograph, rather than writing about the
emotions that looking at the photograph sparked off. The studium in fact.

Punctum

The 'punctum' is part of the photograph that wounds or pricks us, and this can be different for everyone. So a detail of a hand, a piece of
clothing or a gesture may all be what Barthes described as the 'point of wounding’. It is the part of the photograph that ‘pricks' us or jumps
out at us and we go on to have an emotional reaction to it.

The act of drawing and sewing uses the hands to create an image or texture. This more direct method gave participants the chance to find
details which ‘spoke’ to them, and | could see in the ‘Draw/Sew' workshop which parts of the photograph 'wounded’ each participant. Go
back a few pages and you will see the details - the faces, hands and pieces of clothing that generated stories and feelings about
participants’ own lives.
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Model




Process

The modelling workshop was held during ‘Storm Dennis’ and | didn’t expect a large turnout. In the end a good number of families arrived
to join me work with plasticine and Play Doh (for the younger ones).

The simple approach of selecting a photograph from the wall behind me worked well and conversations were generated through a shared
experience of looking, rather like at the cinema.

As we moulded the plasticine and Play Doh into little balls and sausages to create different details, families openly discussed their own
collections of photographs. The action of making in 3D a single detail (a dress, a chair or a head of hair) enabled us to think about the
feelings generated by these black and white photographs.

A few participants felt that because they were printed in black and white their own family photographs could easily be ignored and were
left in boxes or books. Making the small models at the Museum had sparked their curiosity, and when back home the family photographs
would come out of hiding.
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Writers on Photography

Roland Barthes
Barthes wrote ‘Camera Lucida’ in an attempt to explain what makes the essence of a photograph.

He thought that ‘cameras...were clocks for seeing’. He described a photograph as containing 'a message without a code’. A
photograph does not require knowledge of a code the way that language does. The content of its message is relayed directly by the
image. A photograph of a dog looks like a dog.

John Berger
John Berger was an art critic, novelist and painter. In ‘Understanding a Photograph’ Berger tried through a series of essays to explain
the essence of a photograph.

Berger explained that photography has no language of its own and that we learn to read photographs like X-rays. 'The language in
which photography deals is 'the language of events!

He wrote ‘The photograph is an automatic record through the mediation of light...A photograph while recording what has been
seen, always and by its nature refers to what is not seen. It isolates, preserves and presents a moment taken from a continuum!

Susan Sontag

Susan Sontag was a writer, filmmaker, philosopher, teacher, and political activist. In ‘On Photography’ she wrote ‘to take a
photograph is to participate in another person’s (or thing’s) mortality, vulnerability, mutability. All photographs testify to time’s
relentless melt’.

She wrote about photography, the present and past: ‘one can’t possess the present but one can possess the past’. Photographs, for
Sontag, were like a trace, something 'stencilled’ off the real, ‘like a footprint’.

Further Reading

Roland Barthes, 'Camera Lucida’ 1980

John Berger, ‘Understanding a Photograph’ 2013
Susan Sontag, ‘On Photography’ 1977



