
Photography’s history is not short of diversity or complexity. Characterised by
a series of cultural, technological, political, social, scientific and artistic
developments, its analysis and interrogation is, or should be, at the heart of
any visual culture curriculum or programme of contemporary photographic
practice.1 One of photography’s most interesting developments (since the
mid-1970s) has been its move centre stage in the theatre of contemporary
visual art from ‘the art of photography’ to the ‘use of photography in art’.
This move has had a gradual but profound impact on the independent status
of photography, and the different ways that photography initiatives have
been funded over the past 30 years. 

How has this affected the position that photography holds as a separate
chapter in the public funding (art) portfolio? Is it even useful to still talk of
photography as a specialist subject that Írequires its own agenda and
assorted specialists for the contemporary art context? 

The contemporary photographic sector in the UK is a complex matrix of
educational, industrial, commercial and artistic interests that utilise
photography in very different ways. How these different parts of the sector
overlap or fragment is an important consideration for the history of
photography. Throughout photography’s history and in contemporary
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practice, photographic practitioners have aspired to explore and apply the
creative potential of photography in different contexts. The Arts Council of
Great Britain (ACGB) has attempted to find a structure for the development,
support and direction of this desire since the late 1960s.2 

There are many different types of organisations on the contemporary art
scene which deal with photography in some way, not all of them publicly
funded. Some of them relate to a specific (ACGB) history of publicly funded
photography initiatives that emerged from a movement called ‘independent’
photography; others have no connection or even interest in this history.
Here, I will consider the general breadth and depth of the public context for
photography and look at some of the priorities that underpin photography
education provision in five UK education programmes, to consider if there is
an ongoing need for the photography specialist, whether practitioner,
historian or educator. Ultimately, what are the implications of a lack of clear
boundaries for the photographer or photography historian wishing to
specialise in photography education?

The way that photography has been defined and subsidised by the public
sector in Britain is an important chapter in recent photography history.3 From
the early 1970s, a network of small photography organisations that were
funded by the ACGB and Regional Arts Associations (RAA’s) began to emerge
across the UK.4 Beginning with the Photographers’ Gallery in London in 1971,
three other organisations emerged across the UK: in Southampton (The
Photographic Gallery), York (Impressions) and London (Half Moon
Photography Workshop) - forming a small network of independent
photography initiatives. In the late 1970s and early 1980s these four
organisations were joined by others across the UK to form an incidental
geography of photography-specific galleries, funded by regional and
national agencies of the public sector. 

Of the five organisations selected for this survey three were part of this
network: Site Gallery, Sheffield (1978, originally called Untitled),
Photographers’ Gallery, London (1971) and Ffotogallery, Cardiff (1978). The
other two examples have very different relationships with photography. The
National Portrait Gallery (NPG), London, has had a long and rich relationship
with photography since 1970 and a specific photography department with
dedicated photography specialists. Finally, Tate Modern, which as part of the
Tate institution, has had a very difficult relationship with photography until
its decision to show photographs from photography’s history in 2003.

From 1971, the ACGB had a separate sub-committee dedicated to discussing
photography issues and applications.5 This committee felt very strongly that
photography and its practitioners deserved a separate agenda that explored
the diversity of photography and encouraged its specialist role within the art
portfolio: 

‘Photography exists in an area bounded by artistic imagination, technical skill
and social documentation. Sometimes it touches art, sometimes it is closer to
an impersonal record… today the sheer range of photography, whether it is
art, craft or communication demands special attention.’ 6
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Members of the ACGB photography committee were drafted from practice,
education and industry to consider what the agenda for publicly funded
photography might include. Early agenda items discussed how the needs of
the photographic practitioner were quite distinct from the artist and how
photographers, despite their ‘commercial advantage’ over artists, also
needed to have the opportunity to develop their work in different ways and
at different stages of their careers. 

The committee was keen to label this practice ‘independent’ photography, a
term that attempted to describe the territory between amateur and
professional practice, and encourage a separate allocation (£) to aid the
development of ‘cultural’ practices in photography. As a sub-committee, its
interest was to secure funds that would enable the ACGB to collect, publish
and exhibit photography with a view to touring it to the regions to educate
other arts organisations and RAA’s about the unique territory that
‘independent’ photography occupied.7

What is interesting about this photography committee, during a time when
education did not underpin the arts council’s central mission, is that its main
objectives were to promote photography, encourage discussion about
photography and support the personal needs of photographers.8 Or, in
contemporary arts jargon, they had a commitment to the professional
development of photographic practitioners and to developing a forum for
the critical debate of photographic issues. 

A recurring characteristic of the photography education programme, since
the first lecture programme and study centre for photography at the ICA in
the late 1960s, has been the existence of (or desire for) professional
development opportunities for the practitioner and the critic of
photography. 

Contemporary education programmes continue to specialise in professional
development and, for different reasons, longer projects that take place in
educational and community contexts rather than gallery-based education.
But how do different organisations incorporate the photographic specialist
(practitioner, educator, historian or curator) into their programmes? 

Today’s photography education programmes attempt to offer access to
developmental advice and opportunities to debate critical issues in
photography but through very different strategies. 

The NPG’s talks programme, curated by the photographer Simon James, invites
a wide range of photographers and industry experts to discuss their approach
to producing and using photographs. According to Roger Hargreaves,
Photography Education Officer at NPG, the programme is committed to
‘exploring the critical discourse of photography through specialists’. By
providing access to key figures in the photographic industry (Humphrey
Spender, Elliot Porter, Simon Norfolk, Nadav Kander etc) the NPG is providing
access to valuable testimonies that are vital to the development of the
contemporary photographic practitioner, critic and historian who is striving to
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understand their role within and contribution to the photographic industry. 

London’s Photographers’ Gallery operates in a different way and has a very
important educational role as a specialist organisation, due to both its
visibility on the contemporary scene and its specialist photography focus. A
talks and events programmer builds a critical programme of talks using the
contextual voice of the academic and cultural specialist (in addition to the
photographer or photographic artist) to explore and interrogate
photographic culture. According to the education team, the talks
programme aims to:

‘bring together diverse speakers and audiences to debate issues and ideas. In
considering photography’s relation to art, architecture, theatre, mass media
(TV, newspapers, advertising), fashion, politics, philosophy, film, video and
cultural theory, talks are able to explore ideas around photography and its
relationship within contemporary culture as a whole’.

In contrast to the NPG’s approach to sharing testimony and anecdote
through first person narratives and social recollection, the aim of the
Photographers’ Gallery programme appears to be to expand the
understanding of photography through a seemingly more rigorous analysis
and interrogation of contemporary culture.

Both Tate Modern in London and Ffotogallery in Cardiff also offer their
audiences an opportunity to explore the criticism of photography. In addition
to typical talks series these organisations both offer courses that analyse
photography theory and criticism. At Ffotogallery this is called ‘The
Language of Photography’ and is validated by the University of Cardiff.
According to Lisa Edgar, Ffotogallery’s Educational Development Manager,
‘Ffotogallery has a vital role to play in forming and responding to critical
issues in photography and attempts to keeps its programme topical, such as
the recent conference in Spring 2003 that dealt with the representation of
conflict’. Ffotogallery is strongly supported by the Arts Council of Wales as
the National Centre for Photography in Wales, and according to Edgar, it has
a commitment to ‘developing activities of interest to its photographer
members and pertinent to its history and status as a national centre of
photography’. 

Tate Modern has played a very limited role in the development and support
of contemporary photography in Britain up until the exhibition Cruel and
Tender (Summer of 2003). Having sat outside of contemporary photographic
discourse for so long Tate Modern is now programming photography into its
workshops and courses for adults. Sophie Howarth, Curator of Interpretation
and Education, is especially keen to utilise the specialists on her courses and
finds, ‘the people I work with are photography experts from higher
education and curating, and work exclusively in photography’. Howarth, who
has run a very successful six-week course called ‘Thinking Photography’ also
notices that ‘photography people tend to stick with photography, whereas
freelance art educators will often work across a variety of art forms’.9

Programming specifically for adults, Howarth believes that ‘photography is
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the perfect medium for adult education, as it can be so liberating and
accessible’. Through her programmes Howarth is freed from the often-
narrow focus of an exhibition and can utilise photographs within or beyond
the Tate collection and exhibitions programme to explore cultural themes
such as the street or the workplace. Howarth’s programme contains rich
workshops that are led by specialist photographers (Zed Nelson, Anna Fox
etc) and specialist curators and educators (Susan Bright, David Campany etc).
The workshops attempt to cater for a variety of interests and offer a mixture
of both theoretical and practical content. Howarth believes that as an
educational programmer she has ‘a great deal of freedom because the
education programme can explore and develop its own integrity,
independently of the exhibitions programme’.

From patronage to participation
The development of education programmes that capitalise on the
photography specialist are able to offer unique opportunities that bridge the
divide between industry and art, practice and theory, or contemporary and
historical issues in ways that are so vital to eroding the gulf between the
commercial and artistic sections of the photographic sector. But the other,
very different, dimension of photography education is the development of
longer programmes that use photography as a tool rather than analyse it.

The ACGB did not appoint its first ‘Education Liaison Officer’ until 1978 and
there are several key developments in the history of publicly funded
photography before this appointment that could be considered instrumental
in the development of the ACGB’s shift in priorities from patronage to
participation.10 Such developments include: the role of ‘concerned’
photography in the community art movement of the 1970s; the development
of ‘photography fellowships’ in higher education in the mid 1970s; and the
successful photography-in-schools scheme of the late 1970s.11

Of my five examples the NPG, the Photographers’ Gallery, Ffotogallery and Site
all offer extensive long-term projects that utilise in-house production facilities,
exhibitions and experts in different ways.12 Both Site and Ffotogallery have
radically departed from a photography-specific approach to community
projects and have shifted their priorities from learning about photography and
acquiring photographic skills to using digital and photographic-based
techniques (in addition to other arts practices) to explore and understand
culture and society on both a local and global scale.

Emma Cocker, Education Manager at Site notes: ‘Since the mid-90s the
organisation’s focus has extended to include other lens-based practices, new
technologies and live art in addition to photography’. She continues that the
exhibition programme is ‘specifically concerned with the role and location of
photography within contemporary art’, rather than as a distinct area of
practice. At Site, Cocker has developed a rich educational programme that
‘fuses together ideas emerging out of the exhibitions programme with the
possibilities of project work located in the gallery’s production facilities for
still and moving image’. 

The focus for Cocker, whether it is an artist-led project that takes its lead¸

5



from an exhibition or an independent production-based project, is to ‘look at
how different audiences can use photography as a tool to express and
explore their ideas’. In these two key strands of her programme Cocker does
not especially aim to use photography specialists. For projects and workshops
that draw from exhibitions, Cocker often works with ‘artists and workshop
leaders who use photography in their art practice and whose approach to
education is an extension of their practice’. But she also notices that many of
her community-based production projects are run by ‘photographers with
backgrounds in commercial photography or youth work, so it really depends
on whether artistic content or skills and processes are leading the activity’.

Similarly, Lisa Edgar at Ffotogallery does not specifically aim to differentiate
between the photographers and artists that run participation programmes, she
simply invites ‘artists to work in a socially engaged way that builds upon or
extends from the exhibitions programme’. Edgar finds that there is no reason
to maintain photography as a specialism within informal/formal educational
contexts because ‘what is important is not how photographic the project is,
but how relevant the project is to those participating’. Edgar also feels that
‘digital photography expanded the use of photography in educational
contexts’ and that Ffotogallery’s approach simply reflects technological
developments in the field, ‘as the medium has developed we have moved with
it. Digital technology has added to the democratic educational value 
of photography’. The NPG has a unique commitment to developing the
professional photography skills of project participants by designing workshop
models that use practising photographers. According to Roger Hargreaves, in
addition to practical skills the workshops also ‘expose participants to key
critical themes in portrait photography such as: identify, celebrity or image’. 
By employing professional photographers Hargreaves also provides the
‘educating photographer’ with the opportunity to develop a related body of
work that may be used in a publication, web resource or exhibition. The NPG
as an institution also supports the development of what Hargreaves describes
as ‘discrete works of internal authorship’ that support and encourage the
development of an individual voice and allows both a specialism and specialist
resources to emerge.13

In workshops and longer exhibition-based projects with schools and
community groups, Hargreaves aims to utilise ‘photography people who
have some form of specialist interest’. He says that most of the practitioners
he works with tend to be ‘those who are more rooted in commercial than
fine art practice’. Hargreaves also finds that ‘practising photographers tend
to be more deeply rooted in the discourse, and their approach is
strengthened by their specialism’. 

In contrast, the Photographers’ Gallery has a very different approach to
programming projects and employing specialists. Close negotiation and
strategy planning support the division of education into ‘Talks & Events’ and
‘Projects’. Both Clare Grafik (Talks & Events) and Janice McLaren (Projects)
agree that ‘rather than aiming for a conclusion, the primary aim 
of the programme is to open up debate and create an ongoing dialogue’. To
enable this to happen, both programmers do not think it is particularly
important to utilise the photography specialist. ‘We do not differentiate in
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terms of the type of individuals we commission as long as they have the
relevant skills, interests and background in relation to the particular aspect of
programming’. Despite not specifically seeking to employ photography
specialists, the Photographers’ Gallery has developed a democratic
commitment to producing programme content that explores the cultural
complexities and historical issues in photography.

In November 1979 the ACGB issued a press release indicating that several
sub-committees were to be cut in a streamlining and cost-cutting exercise.
One of these was photography. The effect of the demise of a 
sub-committee that dealt specifically with photography (and was informed
by experts from education, industry and practice, as well as the public art
sector) was considered by Mike Weaver, the Chairman of the committee at
the time, to be ultimately compromising for photography. Writing in
Camerawork in 1980, Weaver speculated that photography was in ‘danger of
becoming petrified in its present form indefinitely’ and called for the ‘re-
instatement of specialist input into the development of the public agenda
for photography’.

We could consider that following the demise of the photography committee,
‘independent’ photography developed into a less distinctive form of
‘photography in art’ that was less concerned with photography’s historical
and vernacular legacy. 14 The gradual demise of a visible network of
photography organisations that supported the development of photography
as a distinct specialism could, as Mike Weaver had speculated, be seen to
‘represent a downgrading of photography within the Arts Council system’ to
become a ‘minor-adjunct [in policy terms] of fine art’. 

However, the idea of a contemporary network of photography-specific
organisations across the UK - referring back to the early 1970s group of
pioneering photography organisations - no longer seems relevant or useful.
What remains of the original group now contibute in new and different
ways to a complex geography of photography activity. The Photographers’
Gallery and Ffotogallery have been able to forge their reputations as
national centres of photography that allow them to take their place centre
stage on the visual art scene without being compromised by their specialist
status.15 For organisations such as Site there has been a need to expand their
photography-specific remit and re-position themselves within their own
geographical context and the wider artistic landscape. Each gallery that has
related to or emerged from the original photography ‘network’ has had to
rethink its role within lens-based media and contemporary visual art and it
no longer seems useful to try to group them by art form or geography. They
all relate to their own geographical and cultural specificities. Other
organisations, such as the NPG and Tate Modern have a greater freedom
from the constraints of a legacy of ‘independent photography’.

The main problem with the contemporary photographic scene is its lack of
visibility on a national scale. As the scene continues to boom (accelerated by
publishing activity, educational expansion and commercial momentum in
historical and contemporary terms) and more individual programmes,
initiatives and specialists work exclusively with photography (and wish to
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continue to do so), there needs to be increased clarity and more mechanisms
to enable them to use their expertise both within and beyond the specialist
photographic organisation.

One of the richest aspects of the contemporary photography education
network is the cross-pollination of ideas and expertise that is happening as
curators educate and educators curate. But all of the organisations that have
some element of photography also need to be able to offer what Roger
Hargreaves described as ‘discrete works of internal authorship’ to the
external specialist. It is the voices of these discrete works that contribute to
the establishment of a reputation, a specialism and a library about the
relationship between photography and education.

Notes
1 Useful texts include: Warner Marian, M. (2002), Photography: A Cultural
History. London: Laurence King Publishing or, Frizot, M. (1998), A New
History of Photography. Koln: Konemann
2 For the purpose of this essay I will refer to the ACGB and not (since 1994)
the art councils of England, Scotland and Wales.
3 It is beyond the scope of this survey to explore the influence that the Arts
Council of Great Britain’s and other funding agencies such as the British
Council had in the development of ‘independent’ photographic culture in
the UK since the 1960s.
4 These organisations were not the first ‘photography specific’ but the first to
be funded. Other non-funded London galleries included the Creative Camera
Gallery and the Do Not Bend Gallery. All ACGB references refer to personal
research in the ACGB archives at the V&A Art & Design Archive.
5 A sub-committee of the ACGB Arts Panel that operated from 1971/72-
1978/79
6 A statement from a January 1973 paper for the arts panel that looked to
establish the independent status of the photography committee by a request
for separate funds for photography.
7 At this time the ACGB was also exploring what its central role was (as a
grant giving body and direct promoter of the arts) and what its relationship
was to the 14 regional arts associations across the UK.
8 One of only three actual committees that there have been for photography
at ACGB up to 1994. Other committees being Committee for Exhibitions of
Photography (1970/71) and Support Scheme for Photographers Committee
(1977/78). Although there have been a variety of advisory groups and 
working parties.
9 Written by Susan Bright, this course is also taught at Oxford Brookes
University following its success at Tate Modern.
10 MacDonald, I. (1984), The Photographers’ Gallery Education Report.
London: Arts Council of Great Britain, p7. This report contextualises this shift
and explores the Photographers’ Gallery role as provider of education.
11 For further information see: Evans, J. (1997), The Camerawork Essays:
Context in Meaning and Photoggraphy. London: Rivers Oram Press. Also
Read, S. (2002), ‘Talking ‘Bout My Generation’, in Source, Issue 33, Winter
2002.
12 There are several key leaders in this field that 
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I have not included in this survey despite their central and pioneering role
including: Streetlevel in Glasgow, Photofusion in London, and Stills in
Edinburgh.
13 For example see: Hamilton, P. & Hargreaves, R. (2001), The Beautiful and
the Damned: The Creation of Identity in Nineteenth Century Photography.
London: National Portrait Gallery Publications.
14 But this is incomplete without considering the whole history of the ACGB
and the arts councils of England, Wales and Scotland’s full relationship with
photography to the present.
15 And this is by no means intended to undermine the national status of the
National Museum of Photography Film and Television in Bradford.
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