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Alison Price – Crit ical Review of Practice 

Introduction 

My current body of work - Metaphors of my Mind - focuses on elements of the 

natural world on the road from Broadford to Elgol on the Isle of Skye. Here I 

present my critical reflection on my work and discuss those sources that have 

inspired and influenced my practice.  However, a recurrent theme through this 

discourse comes from the insight of the twentieth century philosopher and 

poet Jose Ortega y Gasset: 

“Tell me what you pay attention to and I will tell you who you are.” (Ortega y 

Gasset 1962:94) 

My search is not for literal representation of the world I explore but to reveal its 

reality, and through that the essence of my experience of that reality.   In my 

original Research Proposal submitted for Positions and Practice I wrote: 

“I appreciate that my photography does not fit a neat genre – the way I choose 

to describe it is ‘phenomenological photography’, where what matters is not 

the object of my experience but my experience of the object.”   (Price 2018:2). 

However, this phenomenological approach – whilst challenging – became an 

uncomfortable philosophical constraint.  Like well-worn shoes it appeared to 

fit, except there was grit in the sole.  That grit was the reality of Skye that 

transcends personal experience and insists on being noticed.  Looking 

through the lens of my experience I could see the sea, lochs, mountains and 

moors.  These are its sensible properties but, there are other properties that 

transcend individual experience: the ‘otherness’ of its geography, the 

vulnerability of its ecology and its ephemeral hiddenness.  There are others 

too – it is an enigmatic place where mystery and normality lie cheek and jowl 

within its history and culture.   

These are its real properties and it is this essence of ‘otherness’, vulnerability, 

ephemerality and enigma that mirrors my own understanding of myself and 

the consequences of my early career as a police photographer.    Reflecting 
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upon the real essence of Skye as something I felt, rather than consciously 

experienced, I sought to contextualise that within my practice.  Reading 

Quentin Meillassoux’s After Finitude and particularly Graham Harman’s   

Object-Oriented Ontology, I began to appreciate the role metaphor and 

reduction can play in the aesthetic appreciation of the image. 

Ortega put it like this: 

“The metaphor is perhaps the most fruitful power of man. Its efficacy verges 

on magic, and it seems a tool for creation which God forgot inside one of His 

creatures when He made him.”  (Ortega y Gasset 1925:33). 

Harman, after reflecting on Ortega’s insight for many years, came to recognise 

the importance of metaphor, and its power to reveal the noumena, or the 

hidden reality within the subject.   However, I also began to appreciate that 

there is another route to what Harman refers to as the ‘real object’ and that is 

through visual reduction and the power of Gestalt.  

The conventional strategies of simplification and abstraction are necessary 

aspects of photography, but my reductive strategy works by the progressive 

withdrawal, but not the removal, of visual elements.  It is not simplification but 

attenuation, leaving a trace of that which is withdrawn, and exposing that 

which reveals the essence I am seeking. 

In Sustaining Prospects, I developed my photography by focusing on micro-

elements in the landscape – reeds.  In Informing Contexts, I have extended the 

exploration of my subject matter to mountain ridges, water surfaces and trees.  

I have experimented with different techniques such as working in low light and 

with artificial light sources as part of my reductive strategy.   

I use photography as a window, in making choices about what to include in 

the frame but more predominantly as a mirror – reflecting the camera’s gaze 

back at me and my life experiences – I believe Freeman Patterson’s words 

“the camera looks both ways” summarises it perfectly (Patterson 1977:11).  



 3 

I have made an aesthetic choice to work in black and white and focus on 

shape, form and texture.  In so doing, avoiding the distraction of colour that is 

the dominant sensory element – this is another aspect of reduction in my work. 

I aim to be authentic in my work – to tell my story, and monochrome enables 

me to strip away the elements in order to reveal the real object or essence of 

my experience. 

In terms of the professional development of my work, I believe the changes in 

approach and subject in Sustaining Prospects and my continuing search for 

metaphor and reduction, has shifted my market from those seeking high-

quality black and white images of the Isle of Skye, to those who are interested 

in the abstraction and exposure of the true essence of this part of the natural 

world. 

Context and Reflection 

Early in Informing Contexts, I read The Photographer’s Eye by John 

Szarkowski.  His sympathy with modernist values, his practical approach to 

photography and his description of how our choices as photographers, affect 

how the viewer sees an image, struck a chord with me.  Furthermore, in 

making these choices we affect the meaning of how we and others see the 

world.  One of Szarkowski’s dominant themes is the frame. He describes it as 

follows: 

“The photograph’s edge defines content. It isolates unexpected juxtapositions. 

By surrounding two facts, it creates a relationship. The edge of the photograph 

dissects familiar forms, and shows their unfamiliar fragment. It creates the 

shapes that surround objects. The photographer edits the meanings and 

patterns of the world through an imaginary frame.”   (Szarkowski 1966:70).   

In police photography, careful framing is crucial in ensuring that all relevant 

evidence at a scene is recorded.   

I also relate to Szarkowski’s depiction of a photograph as either a window on 

the world or a mirror reflecting back on the photographer.  The Exhibition 

Mirrors and Windows American Photography since 1960, directed by 
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Szarkowski, opened at the Museum of Modern Art in New York in 1978 and 

presented photographers’ work in two categories either windows or mirrors 

with Stieglitz representing the ‘mirrors’ section and Eugene Atget the 

‘windows’ section. In the Introduction to the accompanying book Szarkowski 

wrote: 

“The pictures included here are arranged in two sections.  This arrangement is 

designed to illustrate a critical thesis … that suggests … there is a fundamental 

dichotomy in contemporary photography between those who think of 

photography as a means of self-expression and those who think of it as a 

method of exploration.” (Szarkowski 1966:11). 

In a press release from the Museum of Modern Art announcing the Exhibition 

the point was made again: 

“In metaphorical terms, the photograph is seen either as a mirror – a romantic 

expression of the photographer’s sensibility as it projects itself on the things 

and sights of this world; or as a window – through which the exterior world is 

explored in all its presence and reality.” (MoMA 1978:2). 

I recognise the importance of Szarkowski’s dichotomy but challenge the idea 

that the photograph is a mirror or a window.  The crux of the matter is the 

difference between ‘and’ and ‘or’.  Szarkowski emphasises the ‘or’ but 

reflecting on both Ortega and Patterson the photographic image is inevitably 

both. 

 

Don McCullin’s landscapes are a good example of my point. At his current 

exhibition at Tate Britain he asks himself (in one of the accompanying 

captions) why he continues to make his work so dark?  At one level, his 

moody landscapes are about tonality and light but at another comes the 

realisation that the power of his imagery is inviting you into his interior life - 

where, for a moment, you too can endure the dark memories that haunt him.   
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My Portfolio 

 

By looking at one of the final images for my Work in Progress Portfolio I can 

explain how I have incorporated my perspective on Szarkowski’s theme of 

windows and mirrors:  

 

 
Figure	1-	Price	2019,	Work	in	Progress	Portfolio	Untitled	1 

 

By choosing to take this image at night I was able to attenuate the surrounding 

landscape and distracting elements focusing only on the tree. By painting its 

trunk and canopy with a torch, I was able to reveal the fluidity of its fine and 

delicate structure - the essence of being a tree in this hostile environment.  It 

is fragile and vulnerable, but also resilient and resistant. This is the essence of 

the tree that in turn reflects my feelings of vulnerability and adversity in my life. 
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Figure	2	-	Price	2019,	Lone	Tree		

 

This image, on the other hand, is less successful. It gives the viewer a sense 

of the tree in its environment and the sense of calm that can sometimes 

prevail even in Skye’s climate.  The image fails, in my view, because it has too 

many points of focus and gives a sense of the tourist postcard vernacular – a 

colourful landscape where the tree is only one element. I have been avoiding 

this aesthetic as both the colour and approach detracts from the key elements 

of my image making. 
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Figure	3	-	Price	2019,	Work	in	Progress	Portfolio	Untitled	2 

In this image the natural formation of the clouds reveals aspects of the 

mountain ridge I was keen for the viewer to see and I also wanted to convey 

the sense of mystery and foreboding I feel when close to the Black Cuillin. 

 

 
Figure	4	-	Price	2019,	Work	in	Progress	Portfolio	Untitled	5 
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In the image above, I use a different technique to reveal my experience of the 

Island.  By taking the image through a window on a stormy day I sought to 

reveal the true essence of living on Skye.  An essence that is not represented 

by the super-saturated images in the tourist vernacular, but more by those that 

provide a sense of the constant battle with a turbulent and ever-changing 

climate. 

Inspiration and Influences 

During the MA I have been influenced by a number of photographers including 

Don McCullin’s dark landscape imagery, Fay Godwin’s sensitive mountain 

images, Jem Southam’s meticulous observation and restricted palette and Iain 

Serjeant describing his intent when photographing a two-metre wide pool: 

“By singling out and focusing on individual elements, these complex and 

competing patterns are simplified and a sense of depth created.” (Serjeant 

2014:1) 

His words influenced my image making in Sustainable Prospects and my 

decision to focus on aspects of the landscape in Informing Contexts, and by a 

process of reduction attenuating extraneous aspects of my imagery to focus 

on the essence of my subjects. 

Early in Informing Contexts, I was inspired by the work of Guest Lecturer 

Matthew Murray and his project Saddleworth.   
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Figure	5	-	Murray	2017,	Saddleworth	

 

 

Figure	6	-	Murray	2017,	Saddleworth	



 10 

Although a colour portfolio, his approach using artificial light, car headlights 

and barbecue flames intrigued me.    However, what captured my imagination, 

was Murray’s success in demonstrating his relationship with the landscape by 

focusing on elements within it.  This was what I needed to do to gain 

authenticity in my work and a sense of ‘being’ in the landscape. 

During Informing Contexts, I became aware of Daniel Gustav Cramer’s work 

Trilogy – incorporating images of Woodland, Underwater and Mountain.   

 

Figure	7	-	Cramer	2003-2013,	Trilogy	

I had already considered presenting my images in triptych form as a way of 

combining subjects in the natural world. Also, like Cramer I was framing tightly 

into the subject reducing the wider sense of place and location, although I did 

not wish to lose all sense of place as the essence of Skye is important in my 

work.  Like Cramer, I too avoid human traces in my work.  I feel that 

introducing such human effects undermines the search for, and realisation of 

the essence in my work.   

A quotation from Cramer reflects his strategy of abstraction which has some 

similarity to my process of reduction: 

“Using photography to document nature as an Abstractum works so well 

because the medium connects us with what we can see with our own eyes 

and, at the same time, it excludes a part of reality, the one that remains 

outside the picture.  Therefore, nature presents itself as both real and 

abstract.”  (Cramer in Parisi, 2010:56). 
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However, for me the most revealing quotation from Cramer in terms of my 

own practice is: 

 

“For every revelation there is an equal and opposite concealment, down to the 

elemental questions of whether we are looking at earth or water.”  (Cramer in 

Parisi 2010:56). 

His photography is about revealing and concealing important elements in his 

images and through this, creating a sense of mystery – where are we, what are 

we looking at and what is beyond?  Indeed, with some images, particularly the 

underwater set it is sometimes difficult to work out what the image is 

depicting.  And that, for Cramer, is part of the point. 

I reflected on his point that photography is both an act of revealing and 

concealing.  In my work I am more concerned with revealing the essence of 

my subject.  However, just by choosing to take the image, I have made 

choices about what to reveal in the frame and what to exclude.   Having done 

this, largely in camera, I choose to emphasise and attenuate different aspects 

of the image to reveal what I experience to be its true essence.  However, 

where Cramer and I part company is in his intent to leave a sense of the 

unknown and in doing so leave the story unclear.  Whereas I aspire to invite 

my viewer to enter the frame and experience my subjects with me. 

The more I engaged with Cramer’s work, I sensed a negative intention to 

conceal rather than to reveal and I see my work as quite the opposite. 

However, maybe this is another continuum along which we all sit, and that we 

reveal and conceal in varying measures. 

Later in the module, I found a reference to the work of Awioska van der Molen 

in a Sean O’Hagan article about her work Bewitched by Blackness.  The 

similarities in our approach and practice, our use of black and white, an 

obsession in finding the wild places and seeking inspiration from the writings 

of Nan Shepherd, seemed quite extraordinary. 
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Figure	8	-	Van	der	Molen	2015,	Blanco:	Silent	Landscapes	

 
Figure	9	-	Van	der	Molen	2015,	Blanco:	Silent	Landscapes	

Reflecting on her work reminded me of Gerry Badger’s depiction of “the quiet 

photographer”, who is attentive to the “thereness of things and places”.  

Badger was referring to Stephen Shore who had described photography as 
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“an exercise in attention” and “an art form that calls forth intelligence, 

concentration and delicacy.”     

O’Hagan says of van der Molen: 

“one senses that, for van der Molen, photography is like a metaphysical quest, 

a journey to the essence of things.” (O’Hagan 2014:1)  

This is what I am striving to convey in my work and in doing so share my 

experience with my audience through my images.  Van der Molen uses 

ambient light and long exposures to reveal minute details that are important to 

her experience.  For me, her dark yet revealing images get to the heart of her 

being in the landscape, alone, as the light fails and the night closes in.     

Conclusion 

In the MA Photography and particularly in this module I feel I am at long last 

approaching the heart of my creativity – not through the literal representation 

of my subject but by exploring my experience of its essential reality.   

In this Critical Review of Practice I have sought to contextualise my work by 

reflecting on its philosophical and theoretical influences, and the practitioners 

that have inspired me along the way.  These writers and photographers are 

those who understand and can point to the essence as opposed to the literal.  

From them I have learnt to seek metaphor in the landscape and explore the 

process of reduction in my image making.  These two strategies, which 

complement one another, allow me to reveal my subjects through various 

natural masks, such as clouds and storms and other means such as the use 

of monochrome, and natural and artificial light. 

I have also discussed some of the images from my Work in Progress Portfolio 

and others that did not make the grade.  The development of my ideas and 

image making are fully documented in my Critical Research Journal. 

In approaching the essence of Skye, I can see so much in this Island that 

reflects the archaeology of my own experience of life.  For me, my connection 
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with the Island is visceral, it connects at a profoundly emotional level, but its 

connection is one of healing as well.  

 

  



 15 

List of Figures 

 

Figure 1: Price, Alison. 2017. Work in Progress Portfolio Skye Untitled 1. 

 

Figure 2: Price, Alison. 2019.Work in Progress Portfolio Lone Tree 2. 

 

Figure 3: Price, Alison. 2019. Work in Progress Portfolio Skye Untitled 2.  

 

Figure 4: Price, Alison. 2019. Work in Progress Portfolio Skye Untitled 5. 

 

Figure 5: Murray, Matthew. 2017. Saddleworth. 

 

Figure 6: Murray, Matthew. 2017. Saddleworth. 

 

Figure 7: Cramer, Daniel Gustav. 2003-2013,Trilogy. 

 

Figure 8: Van der Molen, Awioska. 2015, Blanco: Silent Landscapes. 

 

Figure 9: Van der Molen, Awioska. 2015, Blanco: Silent Landscapes. 

 

  



 16 

References 

BADGER, Gerry. 2010.The Pleasures of Good Photographs. New York: 

Aperture 

 

HARMAN, Graham. 2018. Object-Oriented Ontology: A New Theory of 

Everything. London: Penguin. 

 

MCCULLIN, Don. 2019, Don McCullin Exhibition. 5 February-6 May 2019. 

Tate Britain  

 

MEILLASSOUX, Quentin. 2008.  After Finitude: An Essay on the Necessity of 

Contingency. London: Bloomsbury. 

 

MUSEUM OF MODERN ART. 1978. Mirrors and Window: American 

Photography since 1960: Major Exhibition of Recent American Photography at 

MOMA. Press Release July 28-October 2,1978.  

 

O’HAGAN, Sean. 2014. Bewitched by Blackness: Photographing the desolate 

beauty of the Canaries. The Guardian, 26 September. 

 

ORTEGA Y GASSET, Jose. 1925. The Dehumanization of Art and Ideas 

about the Novel. Princeton: Princeton University Press. 

 

ORTEGA Y GASSET. Jose. 1962. Man and Crisis, London: Allen & Unwin. 

 

PARISI, Chiara. 2010. Interview with Daniel Cramer in Klat Magazine (No.4, 

October 2010) [WWW] https://goo.gl/swXJJd 

 

PATTERSON, Freeman.  1977. Photography for the Joy of It. Toronto: Van 

Nostrand Reinhold Ltd, 

 

PRICE, Alison. 2018. Research Project Proposal: The Road to Elgol, 

Coursework for Positions and Practice. 



 17 

 

SARJEANT, Iain. 2014. The Pool.  Chicago: Triplekite. 

 

SZARKOWSKI, John. 1978. Mirrors and Windows: American Photography 

since 1960. New York: The Museum of Modern Art. 

 

SZARKOWSKI, John. 1966. The Photographer’s Eye. New York: Museum of 

Modern Art. 

 

 


