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Peter Marshall

Thanks to FotoArtFestival for inviting me to Bielsko-Biala and in particular to Inez Baturo for all the work she has done.

The work that I have on show at the Festival is mainly from more than 20 years ago, beginning in the mid 1970s. It comes from a period of massive changes in the economy and infrastructure of London, and is a part of a larger documentation of that process, a little of which I will share with you today.

My photography has been largely centred around three cities, starting with Hull, with several interludes in Paris, but mainly in London. 

I grew up in the suburbs of London, more or less next door to its main airport. We were poor, and there are few photographs other than weddings and similar family events until when I was around ten, when my eldest brother, in his twenties and working for a chain of chemists, got a camera and started taking occasional pictures of the family at home. Of course we lived in then was a world of print media – and as well as magazines such as Picture Post – in its heyday the greatest of all the picture magazines – at home we had a huge pile of old National Geographic magazines from the 1930s, given us along with his stamp collection when the house of one of our few more prosperous relatives was cleared after his death.

I think it was those magazines that inspired an interest in photography in me, and probably not least as a teenager as the only available imagery showing the naked female form. It was probably the same interest that led me to peruse ‘The Amateur Photographer’ magazine on my weekly visits to the local public library. For whatever reason, I decided I would take photographs, although I had no inkling at the time that it was a possible way to earn a living.

It took me several years of hard saving to acquire my first real camera, a Halina 35X, vaguely Leica-like, with a fixed 45mm f3.5 lens and shutter speeds from 1/25 to 1/200s. I had plenty of time to learn its settings and handling, as it was another couple of years before I could afford to have a film developed and printed. 

Other things intervened. I was a student in the 1960s, and did most of the things students did then. Then in 1966 I spent a week in Paris with my girlfriend, and dropped the camera in the boating lake at Versailles. Although it was eventually recovered it never really worked too well again. Despite this I married her.

Then I had to get down to the idea of earning a living, and trained to teach science. The education department had its own TV studio and video equipment, and I spent much of the year as an unpaid cameraman, as well as fitting in short courses in photography, film and media studies (which had really just started.)  One of the other students on that same course was a keen amateur photographer, and I also learnt a little from him; Barry Lewis went on to be a founder member of Network Photographers and won the World Press Photo Oscar Barnack Award in 1991.

I became a science teacher, but soon started teaching photography as well, at first as a recreational course, but later setting up examination courses.

My first published work – other than the occasional prize-winning picture in magazine competitions - was a portfolio in a photography magazine in 1973, of pictures taken during a three or four week stay in Paris in the summer. It was a starting point that reflected both my interest in people and also in bricks and mortar. Over the years I’ve returned to Paris often, usually in August, and made several other sets of pictures on my longer visits there. These pictures are all from 1973, and I’ve just started to sell some of these again.

It was in Paris, I think in 1966, at the Historical Museum of Old Paris, at the Musee Carnavalet, that I first consciously saw the work of Atget, and I think there are a few images here that reflect that as well as perhaps some more obvious photojournalistic influences.  Ten years later I returned and visited many of the sites that Atget had photographed, making my own pictures for a small show in 1983. Since then I’ve returned several times for two or three weeks, often spending much of my time in some of the suburbs, as well as a few shorter trips.

The first project I worked on seriously was in Hull. In the 1960s, while a student in inner-city Manchester, I had been involved in grass roots political agitation opposing the comprehensive redevelopment of the areas around where I lived, involving local residents in the planning process, and opposing high-rise industrial buildings.  

Ten years later, similar changes were happening in Hull, which was also suffering from a collapse of the major local industries. The fishing fleet was rusting in the fish dock, and although Hull was still a major port, fewer and fewer people were needed to work there with the changes in cargo handling. At the same time, the local council was engaging in large-scale area clearance and rebuilding.

My wife’s family lived in Hull, and staying with them I spent many days walking the city streets and photographing the areas undergoing change in a project that occupied me for the next five or so years – in the time available from a busy teaching career. Eventually this led to my first solo exhibition, with over 140 prints in the excellent city art gallery, the Ferens Art gallery.

It was in Hull that I discovered the lens that made this project and most of my work on London practicable. I had been struggling with the problems of controlling viewpoint and perspective with a camera without movements. I’d read about shift lenses for 35mm cameras, but had never come across one, and the price in any case put them out of reach. Then in the second-hand display of a shop near Hull station I came across an Olympus 35mm shift lens at under half the new price. I still couldn’t afford it, but I bought it anyway and used it for the vast majority of my pictures over the next 20 years.

The ability to choose a viewpoint and then to manipulate the perspective came as a liberation to me, I had found the right tool for the job, one that enabled me to work with precision, to control the composition in a new way. I still often find myself trying to push the lens on my digital camera to one side, and there are many pictures it doesn’t seem worth taking without it.

Although I was photographing Hull, I was still living and working on the edge of London, some 200 miles to the south, and I started to photograph there too. Whereas Hull was a manageable city, you can walk from the outskirts to the centre in around an hour, London was huge and difficult to approach.

Although I had grown up in London, I really knew very little of it. We lived in our suburb, seldom travelled outside its boundaries, except the occasional trip to a museum, or passing through the city from one rail terminus to another on journeys elsewhere.  To most Londoners, vast areas – the industrial and docklands areas in particular – were a terra incognita, certainly places where you would not venture alone.

I began a systematic exploration of the city that would occupy me for more than twenty years. It became an obsession with me as I began to fill the maps with my highlit wanderings. These were not entirely random, but often drew on my research from books on London, including the architectural series, ‘The Buildings of England’ more often known as ‘Pevsner’, which listed and commented on every building he felt to be of any architectural merit. Many areas became so full of orange pen it was no longer worth marking them. I can’t claim to have walked down every street in the 625 square miles of Greater London, but there are now few places I haven’t been. More recently, working in the outer areas, I’ve been mainly using a bicycle; better than a car as you can stop anywhere without having to bother about parking. I use a folding bicycle, so I can put it on a train for longer distances.

I think this picture taken on a wharf in Greenwich, perhaps sums up my feelings about the magnitude of the task!

The work in the current show is a particular sub-section of the work on London, looking at a few small areas, mainly on London’s major river, the Thames. When I was at primary school in the 1950s, one teacher took the whole class on a boat trip along the Thames – more or less exactly along the part of it covered by the London’s Riverscape panorama mentioned previously, through what were known as the Upper and Lower Pool of London, then the centre of London’s docklands, bustling with ships, tugs and lighters. By the 1970’s all this activity had gone, with nothing to replace it. There were large areas of empty buildings, a few warehouses in use as studios for penniless artists (including many now famous names in the art world) and derelict land. Shad Thames, shown in several of these pictures, was the most impressive and best known of these streets. A few of these buildings were knocked down, but most refurbished, often to the point of parody. Walk down this street now and you still see bridges across the street, but they bear little resemblance to the past.

Parts of this area became an official development area, with huge incentives to private developers to more or less do what they liked with it from the Thatcher government, billions of pounds in free handouts to the big companies and their friends, on a scale that made the largest robberies small beer.  Many of the warehouses were demolished, others converted to luxury flats; some low cost social housing went the same way after the tenants had been re-housed at the expense of the local authorities.  

My photographs have recorded these changes, but in a more politically neutral way, although they may provide evidence for the case.  Here is a rather larger selection of the work, and there is more on the web at the London’s Industrial heritage site.

Since I took this work, I’ve continued to document London, both with similar pictures to these and in very different ways. As well as working in black and white, I’ve also worked in colour, but mainly concentrating on a slightly closer view. 

Café Ideal, Cool Blondes and Paradise is a work that I put together as a book dummy in the early 1990s, and various selections from it have been shown over the years – including four in a show later this year. 

This is a version on the web, with a few additions, and as it says, is a series of pictures exploring the intimate landscapes of London's streets - shop fronts, corners, interiors, front gardens, posters ...

Although the pictures seldom include people, they concentrate on the traces of their presence, on how they mark out and occupy urban space and on how they represent themselves and others.

As the title suggests, I organised the work into three sections using titles which originated from the pictures in each group.

It was a project that concerned itself very much with the different communities that make up the city, and that ranged widely across London. It covered not just the London well known to tourists but also the people's London - Hackney, Lewisham, Acton, Streatham... 

London in my lifetime has become a multi-ethnic city, and I deliberately set out to reflect this in the work.

Some of these pictures are of cafes, and it was this particular example that provided me with the first part of the title. This is one of the images reproduced from my original file prints, and has the exact date in ink on the bottom, some others also have a street and grid reference. The colours and the images of this hairdressing salon in north London come from the Caribbean,  

(No comment) ,

Like most of these pictures, this was taken from outside the shop, and on the print you can see the thick layer of dust on the inside of the glass. Quite a few of the pictures I took through windows I had to clean the glass to do so. There is something almost military about the formation of condiments on these tables, perhaps planning an assault on the ashtray.

(No comment)

You can just see my reflection, 3 times in the glass at the back of this small café in central London.

Behind the counter in a clinically organised fish and chip shop.

(No comment)

More a shack than a shop, these are low cost, low rent businesses.

(No comment)

(No comment)

Another typical London ‘greasy spoon.’

Christmas decorations…

Some of these proof prints are rather too bright at the front near the window. Usually I was working when these places were closed, partly because I wanted them without people.

Several with no comment.

The gate leads to the next section of the work

And this is the title slide, from a black hairdressing salon

Finsbury Park – these is a street of small fashion shops, one of the liveliest areas on the London fashion scene, lots of young designers

In this section I’m concentrating on depictions of heads and other parts of the human body

Again through a gate, and we come to people’s dreams, sometimes sadly disappointed, and a few other things

On the Bus was a project for London Documentary Photographers, a companion piece to Paul’s work on the underground I showed earlier. I decided I wanted to work with more ordinary scenes and people than his. 

Some of the time I worked in a candid manner, occasionally not even using the viewfinder on the camera. Getting the kind of angles I wanted often meant working without it. People did often see I was taking pictures, and a few turned away, others just smiled. Only one – not shown here – objected. He was dressed in a pair of shorts and a large snake, on his way to a tourist area where he would charge people to allow them to have their pictures taken with him and his pet. Two elderly ladies leapt to my defence “If you dress like that you can expect people to take pictures of you.”

(Stop at the postcard one) For this one I took five or six frames as the situation developed, starting with one holding the camera to my eye and checking the framing, then lowering it slightly. It’s probably the most difficult negative I’ve ever printed.

More recently my work on people is almost all taken using fill-in flash, which makes photography rather more obvious, and I often ask people or gesture to them to make sure they are happy to be photographed, except in situations where consent is implied.  But there are projects and occasions where I think working without consent is justified.

I’d long had an interest in panoramic photography, and had made a number of multi-image panoramic pictures, but in 1991 bought my first real panoramic camera, a swing lens Widelux. Soon I was shooting a project, again for London Documentary Photographers, using this. One January morning I left home early and travelled across London hoping the fog would clear, but it didn’t. The film sees much better than the eye through it in this picture, which has appeared in a number of exhibitions and was one of two of my images published in the book ‘Photographers’ London, 1839-1994’, on a foldout page 45cm wide.

Two years later, after the line had opened, I went back and photographed it again, this time in colour. This picture of the footbridge over the line at Poplar was used as a record cover, and looked rather good as a full spread across both back and front of the 12” vinyl version, though you did need two copies to see it properly at 60x30cm. Unfortunately the record didn’t sell too well! The next picture is the one I wanted them to use.

Later I used the cheaper Russian Horizon camera, which is far handier for handheld use, but gives comparable results. I still occasionally use it, though more often both a Hassleblad X-Pan and a Chinese 120 format Widepan.

Although all the pictures in the current show are in black and white, as I’ve shown already, I’ve also worked in colour. While I was taking the pictures in the show, I was also photographing in similar areas in colour, concentrating much more on details and colour. This is my favourite picture from that work, and a few others from work on and around the derelict docks.

Back to people, and events such as London’s annual Notting Hill Carnival. One of the web sites you can see some of my work on is Fixing Shadows, a site dedicated to documentary photography run by David Sapir of the University of Virginia. Other photographers whose work appears there include Marian Post Woolcott (1910-1990) and David Plowden, one of the finest photographers of the American landscape and in particular its railroad engines.

David also edits the Visual Anthropology Review, which published a fine portfolio of my work on carnival, together with perceptive comments and an essay by George Mentore. Here are just a couple of the pictures from that portfolio. It’s a very colourful event, and there is a certain stubbornness in my character that makes me photograph it in black and white, though I have also taken colour which has been used in a few books, shows and more.

Ten years ago I started on a direction that has changed my life, deciding that the future of photography was on the Internet, I set up my first web site. Much of my current work now goes into this site, My London Diary. Essentially it is a non-commercial site, but I do make some direct sales from pictures on it. Some of the same images also sell through a couple of picture libraries. There are three rather long alphabetical lists on the front page (read some stuff if time), and you can also go directly to particular events by year, month and then day.

My work writing about photography for About Photography came about from my earlier unpaid writing on the web, and is now my main source of income.

Finally, London Photos is another personal site that links to most of the other things I have on the web – including the first web site I ever wrote. Virtually everything I’ve put on the web is still accessible – even some very poorly designed pages, which serve as bad examples for the elementary web design courses I still teach.

Well, thanks for listening to me, and if there are any questions about myself or the other photographers I’ve talked about I’ll do my best to answer them.

