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Abstract 

This dissertation will examine the impact of new media technologies on photography as a practice for 

recording and storing ‘memories’, and whether this implies the death of photography and the 

disappearance of the photograph.  

In particular, the notion of the personal archive in relation to social media will be examined to see how 

the meaning of personal photographs is shifting and to question what happens when the photograph is 

physically removed. The effect of this dynamic shift brought about by new technology is complex, due to 

the continuous change in new media platforms. This requires exploration of vernacular photography 

through the genre of iPhoneography to reveal how audiences are now interacting with the photograph in 

the ways they take, store, observe and distribute it. The paradox of the photograph as a memory keepsake 

versus its function as a communicative object will be examined to see the effects on photography’s 

relations to memory. In order to form creative analyses, cases studies will be made of the representation 

of the ephemeral photograph, as well as of the photograph as a memento.  
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Right now on my iPhone I have 9,341 photographs and will add 10-15 photographs daily to capture my 

train times, an interesting shoe on the tube, social snaps, food I’ve eaten, selfies, installation shots from 

an exhibition, my red shellac nails, and screenshots of current inspirations. 

Why do I take so many? Why so rigorously? And why bother? 

 Photography a chosen means of recording responses to what I see and a simpler means of collecting 

information, so it has become a visual diary of my daily life.  Capturing moments visually pre-empts the 

need to explain verbally how they made an impression. I can then hold and distribute these mementos 

instantly within the digital world.  I use Instagram for distributing single, key images (one per day is the 

socially accepted norm), Flickr for my ‘fine art’ samples via a blog, Snapchat for updating and 

communicating with friends socially, Facebook has a similar use and Timehop automatically archives 

digital memories.  

I archive my photographic images monthly onto a hard drive, then print only a selected few yearly. These 

mementos can then be instantly distributed to the digital world and stored within multiple easily 

accessible devices. Receiving ‘likes’ and ‘favourites for my images by other active users gives me 

confidence and validates my current photographic practice. Does this indicate I am addicted to this 

medium in my reliance on online media platforms to store, produce and publish and validate my 

photographs? Do I reminisce an experience more or less effectively if it has been photographed? 
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Introduction 

 

The role of photography as a communicative tool can be seen to be changing into a mundane daily means 

of interaction through the use of new media technology. Examination of these changes will be key to this 

dissertation in order to help analyse not only how users interact with the photographic image, but also 

where this leaves photography’s function. Alexander Moschovi in the book ‘The Versatile Image’ (2013) 

compares this new means of communicating images to a phone call.  He writes, ‘photographs can easily 

become disposable, single-use images, which are only important during communication in a particular 

situation, like words during a phone call’ (Moschovi, McKay and Plouviez, 2013, p.101) James W. 

Carey, on the other hand, understands that ritual communication means to ‘transmit’ through imagery, 

and states in the book Communication as Culture: Essays on Media and Society (1989) that ‘the basic 

metaphor of communication is vision’, thus posing the question of why we would not use photographs, 

when they can convey the ‘exactness’ we want: ‘because communication is seen within the requirements 

of epistemological exactness, it is similarly a method of transmitting that exactness’. (Carey, 1989, p77) 

However, repetitively publishing personal photographs may take away the ‘personal’ effect. Manuel 

Castells labels this new form of socialized communication in the converged media ecosystems:  ‘mass 

self-communication’. (Castells, 2009, p.414) Using photographs to communicate has become a new way 

of social interaction and in some cases an easier option. Where the mediator does not worry about the 

composition of the subject or how the image is going to be judged, but how well the image 

communicates. Snapchat (2011) a photo-sharing application is one example of how an image is used 

purely to communicate, allowing users to send ephemeral images for a selected amount of time until they 

are then destroyed.  

 

Therefore, this investigation also aims to examine the extent to which new digital photographic 

technologies affect the viewer’s relationship to reminiscing and storing personal experiences and 

memories. To do this, it will also question the use of the photograph as a tool of communication, rather 

than an art form. This will help show the effects of new media technology and whether they are causing 

the death of non-digital photography. The physical photograph, as we know it, is disappearing but new 

technologies are advancing ‘the photographic’, which can be seen as a rebirth of photography’s practice 

through the convergence of radical new media technologies. This will lead to a discussion of how the 
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mental image and object image work within memory and how we store these images mentally within the 

work of installation by Alfredo Jaar. 

 

Kember and Zylinska in their book Life After New Media (2012) consider the concept of mediation and 

its role as a vital process in which mediation is forever the ‘on-going’ within media flow databases, 

where images are being constantly uploaded within these media frameworks. Kember and Zylinska 

perceive mediation as the originary process of media emergence, with media being seen as ‘on-going’ 

stabilization of the media flow. (Kember and Zylinska, 2012, p21) This personal use of imagery 

exemplifies the way young people engage with social media recollection.  

 

How then are these platforms affecting the existence and significance of the ‘photograph’? According to 

Moschovi, McKay and Plouview (2013), ‘these popular programmes have in some cases blurred the 

boundaries between amateur and professional artist and audiences and have the effect of democratizing 

art’. (Moschovi, Mkay and Plouview, 2013, p251) The way that photography and memory are 

converging can be seen in the way our childhood memories are captured photographically, although we 

often cannot actually recall them, except by looking back through these images. In a hashtag project 

called ‘Fake Memory’ by (A #FakeMemory You Have To See To Believe, 2014), an online-based 

project inspired by the idea that we cannot always remember truly our childhood without the aid of 

photographic evidence. NPR, an arts and life blog invites their Instagram followers to upload a childhood 

image to their Instagram profiles using a hashtag entitled ‘#FakeMemory’ to create a small community of 

all the users’ images. The user’s chosen photographs had a specific connection to an event they attended, 

but do not seem to really remember occurring. Photography is the main medium used to capture our 

childhood memories but why is it that we cannot remember what happened exactly at the time of that 

photograph? And do we just believe it happened because it was photographed? The altered relationship 

between photography and memory needs to be evaluated. In a study, the psychologist Linda Henkel 

(2013) separated two groups of students in order to look at the effects of memory and photography and 

analyse the idea of direct forgetting. Henkel also studies how the “photo-taking impairment effect” is 

influencing the way in which we rely on technology to store our memories and experiences.  
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Also to be analysed and discussed is the power of the imagination and idea of the mental image versus 

the object image in relation to the work of photographer Alfredo Jaar, in particular his installation ‘Real 

Pictures 1995’ and  ’Lament 2002’ where Jaar investigates the non-existence photograph in my first 

chapter. This will lead to a discussion in my second chapter of the digital image and how iPhoneography 

has become the chosen means of photography. The third chapter focuses on the disappearance of the 

photograph, highlighting the family album, virtual communication and the ephemeral by analysing the 

use of Snapchat (2011). In my fourth chapter I will discuss memory and the ‘direct-forgetting effect’, 

including the photo-taking-impairment effect addressed by the psychologist Linda Henkel (2013) in her 

study that examines memory and photography. A debate of the consequences and effects of the countless 

images that we hoard digitally will be discussed throughout.   
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Chapter 1 

The Mental Image Versus The Prime Image 

The act of taking photographs and then storing and hoarding them in our mobile devices could be 

destroying how we memorize an event, object, subject or experience. This adopts the notion of 

purposely-forgetting memories also known by the psychologists as motivated forgetting (Baddeley, 

Eysenck and Anderson, 2009, p232), as we know we can access photographs whenever we desire, and do 

not need to create long-term records. If we do not take a photograph, we actually look and create mental 

imagery in order to evidence them, without technological support. Relying on technology to remember 

for us can have seem to have a negative impact on our memories and undermines our certainty of an 

experience.  Bombarded by images relentlessly in this current digital age, it makes sense as to why 

Alfredo Jaar took a different approach to his installations titled ‘Real Pictures (1995)’ and ‘Lament 

(2002)’.  

Real Pictures (1995) 

 

Real Pictures (1995) was exhibited at the Museum of Contemporary Photography of Columbia College. 

Jaar decided not to display any of his photographs in the ‘traditional’ way of showcasing on a white 

wall, instead using a metaphoric and symbolic installation: ‘The entire installation simply consisted of a 

geometric display of small black boxes, grouped together or separated from one another, with only a 

description of the pictures supposedly contained in the boxes on top’. (Lang, 2001, p31) Publishing his 

work in this mental image-creating manner removes all areas of visual analysis. Imagination dominates 

the visual, Jaar wanted: for you to create the image within your mind and memory by taking away all 

interpretation, as he believed this allowed the viewer to retain the image longer by the use of the ‘mental 

image’.  Jaar’s descriptions were poetic personal interpretations of the photographs he created and 

designed to engage the viewer with the experience he encountered in Rwandan war.  

Discarding the viewer from observing the photographs automatically makes the viewer more intrigued as 

to why he has made this decision, Jaar wanted to conceal the photos but also to declare what is 

concealed, all in order to stimulate the viewers curiosity about what was kept from view. He argues: ‘if 

the media and their images fill us with an illusion of presence, which later leaves us with a sense of 
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absence, why not try the opposite? That is, to offer an absence that could perhaps provoke a presence’. 

(Jonsson, 2008, p143) Compelling the viewer to question Jaar’s scepticism of photography “here we 

have evidence of Jaar’s mistrust in the power of the images to capture reality. He argues that 

documentary photography has for years been distorted by stereotypes that impede the viewer’s 

comprehension”. (Jonsson, 2008, p142) It is evident in Jaar’s installations; the alternative way of 

exhibiting has revealed caution in photography during the digital age, where representation could be 

argued to be changing the ultimate truth.  

The way in which Jaar has installed his work can be seen to be symbolic of a memorial, tomb and 

cemetery of his images, as a way to signify the awareness of how he now feels when looking back at 

these photographs ‘the exhibit was also sparingly lit, with only a ray of artificial light falling on the black 

boxes, thus giving the visitor the impression that she or he was walking into a war memorial or a tomb’. 

(Lang, 2001, p31) Jaar may feel like he does not want to look back at these photographs as they haunt 

him of bad memories and may feel that they don’t create a ‘real’ representation of what actually 

happened. The installation had minimal light that could have been used as a source to direct a morose 

feeling (see Figure 1). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

    Figure 1: Jaar, A. (1995). Installation Shot from Real Pictures 1995. 
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Lang claims that Jaar’s installation could be seen as moving and suggests that he asks the viewer to have 

a different perspective of viewing the photographs and how we engage with mental imagery. ‘Jaar’s 

display is seductive, yet pathetic. Why bother to go to Rwanda, taking pictures, and later concealing 

them from the visitor’s eye? (Lang, 2001, p31) Jaar’s display challenges the idea of perspective by non-

existence photographs.  

Lament 2002 

Jaar expands the idea of the ‘absence photograph’ within another installation that plays with the notion 

of the mental image and the power of memory in his exhibition ‘Lament 2002’. Jaar represents the 

unpresentable by constructing an installation that is completely devoid of photographs, in order to 

convey his frustration with photography and people discarding what they see due to daunting amounts of 

images (see Figure 2). Jaar represents a new way of thinking about the ‘non-existent’ photograph. He 

raises issues concerning the medium of photography by constructing an exercise based on binary 

opposites, in order to influence the audience to use mental imagery to store the experiences through his 

use of text and light. Lament requires the audience to read three existing stories that inform the audience 

of a scenario, which no photograph was actually taken to then walk into a room with a rectangle of 

beaming bright light. The rectangular shape possibly could be a representation of the smartphone and 

suggests how photographs are blinding us from the truth, reality and the memory of our own experiences. 

Jaar states on an online MP3 found on the Mona website and states: that, for him, light was the key 

medium to force the idea of our blindness on us: ‘So this work is asking you ‘let there be light’ ‘I want to 

see’ and of course as you know ‘let there be light’ means also ‘I want justice’ ‘I want the truth’ so the 

work is really about the absence of the images’. (Alfredo Jaar Lament of Images, 2002, 2010) It could be 

argued that Jaar’s installation was successful in making the audiences think about the absence of 

technology and also how the world would be without the endless imagery we are used to.  
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  Figure 2: Jaar, A. (2002). Lament Installation Shot 2002.  

 

The ‘mental image’ and the ‘object image’ are significant to this investigation as they explore how a 

photographic image is being interpreted and how the memory of such images is collected and stored. The 

mental image can be referred to as “visualizing”, “seeing in the minds eye,” “imagining the feel of,” so 

that it resembles a perceptual experience but occurs in the absence of an audience. (Thomas, 1997) 

Thomas understands the mental image to be created from other image perceptions he states: ‘mental 

images are always representations of something or other, and thereby function as a form of mental 

representation’. (Thomas, 1997) When the mental image is obeying the idea of the ‘imagined’ the mental 

image becomes a personal projection and becomes unique. In some cases this can make the mental image 

more powerful in comparison to the object image, through critics who argue that there would be no 

mental image without object images. 
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Striegler argues in the book ‘Life after New Media’ how the mental and object image are two faces of the 

same image experienced.  He writes ‘just as there is no ‘transcendental signified,’ there is no mental 

image in general, no transcendental imagery that would precede the image object’. (Kember and 

Zylinska, 2012, p84) This disputes that both the mental and object image come post-perception and 

memory is what is important when addressing these types of images. He states: ‘there is neither image 

nor imagination without memory” (Kember and Zylinska, 2012, p84). When inheriting object images 

constructions of mental images are created by varied perceptions of what we see and how they affect us 

psychologically. In the book entitled ‘Deleuze and Architecture 2013’ Helene Frichot revises these 

concepts about how we are influenced by consumed object images that alter how we construct our own 

mental images, which can be seen as ‘ephemeral’. Frichot writes, “mental images are fleeting and their 

length of retention varies depending on individual circumstances and physiological capacities, whereas 

image-objects persist as material abstractions and irreducible materials indexical to the development of 

technological devices”. (Frichot, 2013, p257) This debate from Frichot, analysis’s the duration of how 

long we look at photographs.  
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Chapter 2 

Addicted to the digital 

‘Photography in the digital environment involves the reconfiguration of the image into a mosaic of 

millions of changeable pixels, not a continuous tone imprint of visible reality’ 

(Ritchin, 2009, p18) 

 

It has never been easier to mobilise and access photography by exchanging, viewing and posting images, 

and this has become recognised as a process of mediation. The term ‘mediation’ has many values and 

many critics and theorists relate the term to new media practice. Nick Couldry states in an article entitled 

‘mediatization or mediation?’ also cited in Life after New Media that mediation ‘can be applied to the act 

of transmitting something through the media’. (Kember and Zylinska, 2012, p20) Couldry uses the term 

mediatization to describe media-saturation and underlines how visual media bombards us and how we 

cannot get away from it. Media has saturated society with new technological platforms using the online 

social networks to power how we are influenced as an audience. This affects our online presence and 

behaviour, including our cognitive processes. Active users become somewhat obsessed with mediation 

and crave other online presences to view, ‘like’ and share what they have mediated to the world which 

highlights upon the term FOMO a 21st century term used to describe the feeling of the fear of missing out 

due to the overloaded of images posted online of what everyone is doing, as defined in the Oxford 

Dictionary ‘Anxiety that an exciting or interesting event may currently be happening elsewhere, often 

aroused by posts seen on a social media website’. (Oxforddictionaries.com, 2016) This has become an 

everyday feeling to some online users by the daunting amount of images of other people’s experiences 

posted by the visual online. 

iPhoneography 

 

Within the digital world, photography can be seen to be taking over and become part of a ‘social totality’ 

(Moschovi, McKay and Plouviez, 2013, p13), which is mediated into what some may argue a virtual 

world overloaded with images. The iPhone camera created a transformation within the camera phone 

market and took the quality of images to a advanced level: ‘The introduction of the Apple iPhone in 2007 
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turned what has been a trickle of creative mobile phone photography into a flood’. (Moschovi, McKay 

and Plouview, 2013, p243) Taking photos using a non-traditional camera has become the new normal.  

We as an active contemporary audience have accepted this burgeoning movement to create images using 

our mobile phone devices. Antonio Olmos believes photography is dying and states in a Guardian article 

(2013): ‘"Photography has never been so popular, but it's getting destroyed. There have never been so 

many photographs taken, but photography is dying." (Jeffries, 2013) In this contemporary era can we still 

argue that photography can maintain it’s position as a versatile medium and it’s protected space as an art 

form?  

 

Now overwhelmed by thousands of websites, blogs, Flickr and Facebook groups devoted to iPhone 

photography, constitute a burgeoning movement that has given rise to a new term of art: iPhoneography. 

Glyn Evans fused the terms ‘iPhone’ and ‘Photography’ together signifying their joint relevance in 

today’s digital world in 2008. iPhoneography has become a genre in itself and a popular way for amateur 

photographers to be creative with everyday subjects. Given the ubiquity use of digital photography 

individuals are free to take images of whatever they like and use social platforms to saturate it around the 

world. 

Instagram, a photo sharing Smartphone based app founded in 2010, allows user to take, edit and share 

their images with antiqued ‘retro property’ filters. This has created a mass appeal. (Moschovi, McKay 

and Plouview, 2013 p.244) What sets Instagram apart from other photo- sharing websites is the power of 

the hash tag, which allows photo-sharing users to be part of an online community. 

 

Collage Humor, a comedy website, created a parody YouTube music video on December 10th 2012 

entitled ‘Look at this Instagram. (Nickelback Parody’. (Collagehumor, 2012) This video questions 

Instagram’s stereotypical style and demonstrations how the app allows almost anyone to become a 

Photographer simply by capturing a photo and adding a filter. Images that are added to Instagram can be 

viewed by iPhone users, and are so accessible simply by scrolling down one’s timeline.  The video’s 

lyrics: ‘look at this Instagram/ Eggs Benedict/ Slice of ham / started out as a lemon tart/ then my phone 

went and made it art’ (Collagehumor, 2012), states that Instagram is being used as a means of art. These 

stereotypical shots all share the same filters and mimic how irrelevant the images can be. Referring to the 
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phone as the medium which has ‘made it art’ illustrates the smartphone’s creative ability to make 

mediocre photos art. Allowing amateurs to succeed in developing creative opportunities. 

 

Figure 3 was submitted by xxfromneptune with currently 394 likes on Friday, May 29th, 2015 was 

discovered on www.iPhoneart.com. This is a community that restricts the use of any other taking-photo 

platforms to only posting iPhone art. This not only protects the platform’s exclusivity, but also the brand 

Apple. Inquiring whether current amateur photographic practice can be conventionalized and/or 

standardisation established in the mass media and the art scene? (Moschovi, McKay and Plouview, 2013, 

p13) iPhoneography has been accepted into the world with open arms due to its multi instant uses and no 

questions ask because everyone is sneakily using it and could be argued a guilty pleasure.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

   

 

 

                   Figure 3: iPhoneart, (2015). Smoke.  
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The site aims to show how amateur users of the iPhone can take just as good photographs on their 

smartphone by discarding the camera itself and by submitting their images through the use of the hashtag 

#iPhoneart. Photographs can be connected via hashtags to unknown people worldwide ‘What's more, the 

apps have released enormous creativity in people who might otherwise never have got involved with 

photography’. (Gray, 2012) The process is becoming more recognized and accepted by society and the 

smartphone itself has become part of the respected camera family. iPhoneography has become user-

friendly and popular, these types of website are growing, as for another example: www.grryo.com.  

Richard Gray comments on this transition in an article posted on the Guardian website, stating that 

appreciation of their photos and sharing those of others, really encourages people ‘the genre has been 

booming, resulting in millions of people taking great photos every day, and experimenting (or 

"appsperimenting") with their images in highly creative ways’. (Gray, 2012) Gray highlights how the 

online audiences crave one another’s attention within online platforms and how iPhone photographers of 

the everyday are being challenged to be creative.  

 

Online-based images are all in some way ephemeral, thanks to the timeline feature. This allows images 

to only appear to others within a certain time frame. This means that posted images offer the sender no 

control over how long they will be presented. This shift in online-based images makes the online sharing 

of images experience fleeting, within the space of the virtual world, due to the amount of active images. 

Bogost explains this process in the following terms: ‘Facebook amplifies the newness of what has 

happened recently by displaying this information first and by allowing older items to flow off the page’ 

(Wittkower, 2010, p28) this type of media flow, exaggerates the feel of now and reveals how old 

information can become discarded rapidly. This flow of duration has been described by Kember and 

Zylinska as an ‘ever-moving wall or timeline’.  (Kember and Zylinska, 2012, p159) Roland Barthes 

examines photography from a personal perspective in his book Camera Lucida (1980), where he uses the 

terms ‘stadium’ and ‘punctum’ to create an understanding of the process when viewing images. To 

understand the method he describes the stadium as the description of the image concentrating on content 

and significance while the punctum is about the first glance and the instantaneous properties. Bogost 

understands that Facebook pictures are a great example of the contemporary punctum ‘Facebook profile 

pictures are all about the punctum. They create a reaction in an instant’. (Wittkower, 2010, p52) Social 
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media images that bombard users only seem to have a short term affect which do not have long-term 

memory functions.  

 

When focusing on the digital image within the environment of the digital world, the human senses should 

be considered. When encountering an experience we want to record, all senses are activated to remember 

that moment and amplify it. This is known as ‘sensory memory’. (Luck and Hollingworth, 2008, p32) 

Using the mobile phone to capture memories alters the sensory experience, by the dominated senses of 

touch and vision. Photographing through a device the experience does not really change due to recording 

the memory in the same way. This could be like watching someone else’s experience: ‘We are given 

terms from nature and from the utilitarian everyday – Apple, mouse, web, BlackBerry, Windows, laptop, 

desktop, Word, personal assistant, Fire Fox to describe an environment that has, as of yet, no taste, no 

smell, and where touch is reduced to clicking and typing and sight is continuously framed by yet another 

rectangle’. (Ritchin, 2009, p15) The over-use of the digital image is known to dismiss the use of these 

senses, which can be creating damage to the way we store our encounters or the experiences we confront 

on a daily basis. Oliver Wendell Holmes stated that, ‘memories, imagination, old sentiments, and 

associations are more readily reached through the sense of smell than through any other channel’. 

(McKenzie, 1923, p51) Therefore, if the sense of smell in the digital world is non-existent for the time 

being, then our memories, it can be argued, are being lost in the digital ephemera.  Interestingly, in an 

article in the Daily Mail 14th May 2013 Victoria Woollaston has speculated that Japanese maker Chat 

Perf is working on an ismell for use while using your iPhone, which consist of 'scent tanks' that produce 

different smells for different smartphone experiences. (Woollaston, 2013) This creates a fake illusion, 

through the use of the screen, by using artificially-made smells, to trick the user into odours/smells that 

are not natural and in fact, distorting reality. However, this is not the case yet and hasn’t become 

available for the market.  

 

On 18th November 2015 at 15.31 Justin Bieber known as ‘justinbieber’ on the media platform Instagram 

posted a photograph of him performing, (see Figure 4). The amount of people using the iPhone camera to 

record him perform is simply overpowering. The focus isn’t Bieber within the photo itself but the other 

angles of him in everyone’s small little rectangle screens. The sea of hands holding their iPhone screens 

recording and taking images of him don’t just show an ‘obsession’ with Bieber but an ‘obsession’ with 
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taking photographs. Fans jam-packed the photograph and displays supporters taking photographs but this 

will not turn out much differently from the person next to them, which makes the images, less exclusive 

and private. If to be within the crowed people makes you wonder how well they remember the 

performance even though they can re-live it through the footage on their devices, it makes you question 

if that is the prime memory? This act is to prove to online users that they ‘were there’ and photographic 

proof to boast. This has is in some ways become more important that actually embracing the original 

experience. This type of post then creates ideologies of the term FOMO (fear of missing out). 
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Figure 4: Justinbieber, JB. 2015. Untitled [Instagram]. 18th/November. 

 

A podcast by Audie Cornish posted on 21st May 2014 features George Clooney discussing how new 

media technologies are affecting the way in which he interacts with fans, raises questions of how 

photography and human memory are affecting one another and explore how the smartphone camera has 

someway become a trusting device. Within the podcast Clooney, a well-established actor, speaks of his 

viewpoint and experiences with fans since the smartphone camera has taken effect. He states: ‘We have 

lost our sense of actually experiencing things we are just constantly recording things’ ‘you reach out to 
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shake there hand and they have got a camera in their hand and they don’t even get there hand out because 

they are recording the whole time and people can then say they recorded Brad Pitt but it would be hard to 

say they actually met him because they were watching it all through their phone and I think that’s sad 

because people are experiences less and recording more’. (Cornish, 2014) Expanding on the idea that 

new smartphone technology is making it harder for celebrities to connect personally and intimately with 

fans. It could be argued that people are not taking photographs to remember something but as a bragging 

and vain method to create a representation of them self online again creating a procedure of FOMO. 

 

Intriguingly a band called yeah yeah yeahs created a poster to encourage their fans and audiences to not 

use the mobile phone devices to watch them perform. On Twitter in April 2013 Spin Magazine tweeted 

the poster (see Figure 5) to inspire people to not use the phone camera. This type of performance of 

mediation is revealing that people are starting to rebel against the camera phone but then use its social 

uses to post about it, which can be contradictory but this scenario shows that people are becoming aware 

of these effects on memory.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

    

 

 

 

                              

                          Figure 5: Spin Magazine, (2013). Yeah Yeah Yeahs Poster. 
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It could be argued that the camera phone photographs are having a major effect on how we record 

political events, and some used on the news and in the newspapers as they record the instant by the 

people who first hand experienced the incident. For example a breaking point of this could be seen when 

protesters in Tahrir Square in Cairo, Egypt where most news footage was taken by camera phones. David 

Batty refers to this in an article titled ‘Arab spring leads surge in events captured on camera phones’ and 

reports this new way of photojournalism is being lead by camera phones, ‘In almost every image of 

Tahrir Square, there were people waving camera phones’. (Batty, 2011) Batty also declares how this 

news story could have been the breaking point for the evolution of acceptance of the camera phone to 

capture news events are just as good for the job ‘Now our main stories are driven by images captured by 

citizens on the street, it's no longer just a supporting image’. (Batty, 2011) Jennifer Good believes that 

this breaking point stood out to her during 9/11 and states this in ‘Photography and September 11th 

Spectacle, Memory, Trauma 2015’, ‘Photographers were able to capture unfolding human drama as well 

as the big picture, in some cases having to negotiate risks to their own safety and inhaling the same dust 

and smoke as their subjects’.  (Good, 2015, p16) This type of inexpert photographic experience makes 

the photographs more endearing and astonishing due to being taken by the actual victims of this terrorist 

attack.  An endless amount of photographs are constantly being taken. Is it really necessary? Do we just 

take them because it’s so available to us digitally? 
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Chapter Three 

The Disappearance Of The Photograph 

“But why not just kill the photo, there and then?” 

“Because she might want to look at it again. Because it meant something to her.  

Something? A Great deal? Everything?” 

 

(Lively, 2003, p7) 

 

The main themes that have emerged from new smartphone apps such as Snapchat (2011) emphasize the 

‘ephemeral’, where we only view the image for a short period that challenges the memory, and how 

photography has become arguably just a method of communication. Where as traditional photography is 

more about preserving a precise moment where we want to capture something, so we can go back and 

relive that moment again. The medium of photography has always been used to create eternal records but 

with new smartphone apps such as Snapchat (2011) we cast off photographs as a way of communicating 

with one another rather than asking your receiver to appreciate the mediated. Snapchat uses phatic 

picture messaging to convey emotions and well as information and the photograph plays a part of a 

communicational tool. 

What on earth are these kids talking about? 

To live without the Internet and with limited access of it has become history. Whereas the younger 

audiences would find it difficult to live, communicate and socialize without it. Interested in the 

‘ephemeral’ Snapchat triggers concern of the ‘disappearance of the photograph’ but that is precisely 

what it is to perform and achieve.  Snapchat created by Evan Spiegel in April 2011 exposes the 

acceptance of the disappearing photograph but likewise the disappearance of the ‘physical photograph’, 

which is also occurring and claimed, perhaps already vanished. Its popularity is evident through its 

statics: ‘By May 2015, Snapchat claimed that approximately 100 million active users were sharing 700 

million ‘snaps’ a day’. (Gould, 2013, p92) Where do these photographs go? Why is the ephemeral 

property so popular? Does it release us from being bombarded by photo saturation? Why do we not want 
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them?  And do we memorize these images more effectively because we know they will vanish within 

seconds? This form of photographic exchange is fascinating, by looking back at photographic history, 

how did specific developments of the medium form and shape the possibility of Snapchat to develop. 

How did this come about within our infatuated media based generation? 

 

Snapchat offers photographs a right to be forgotten and has a sense of intimacy that feels contemporary 

for users as to why it may be so popular due to working in a binary opposite way. ‘Snapchat, by enabling 

its users to exchange photographs that disappear, could both be considered an inseparable part of the 

society of immediacy which we are part of, as well as a move against the grain of wanting to hold on to 

more and more data’. (Paashuis, 2014, p12) Snapchat has relieved us from blasted images by 

representing the photograph as ephemeral and makes the users see more and could be argued taking back 

the exhilaration of the photograph.  

In this contemporary high-tech era, photographs dominate the screens of our smartphones, computers and 

tablets. Making us feel as if we are being attacked by images, which can seem intense, which then forces 

us to become photo hoarders. On the other, through the passage of time our reliance for memory on the 

electronic storage of our phones, tablets and computers can become pointlessly overloaded. Snapchat 

reverses this notion by destroying mediated photographs. ‘At a time in which we amass daunting 

amounts of photographs, Snapchat has begun to relieve us somehow from the burden of remembrance 

and time-consuming structuring processes, but clearly, it does not operate without collateral damage’. 

(Paashuis, 2014, p5) The ephemeral property is found to be refreshing from the flooded of photos, which 

is why the application could be argued to have been so popular and successful. 

 

Remember Me! 

 

Ephemerality has been investigated within the gallery space. An exhibition titled One Hour Photo, 

created by Adam Good in 2010 plays with the idea of the limits of time and the relationship between 

photography and memory, and complicates the myth of photography as preservation. The contributing 

photographers agreed to only show their images for sixty minutes, after which they were destroyed, 

which has similar attributes to the smartphone app Snapchat which ‘manifests the tension between the 
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permanence of the medium and the importance of time, and subverts the profit model of the edition and 

the print’ (Onehourphotoproject.com, 2010). The exhibition explores within the temporality of a sixty 

minute life span an ephemeral experience: displaying the artists’ work for an hour to be destroyed and 

never shown again: ‘Each work will exist only in the experience, then memory, of the observers’ 

(Onehourphotoproject.com, 2010). Participating artists hailing from thirteen countries signed release 

forms stating never to reproduce, display, or sell the work they’ve contributed to the exhibition. The brief 

duration of the vanishing photograph heightens the experience of viewing the work. How long do we 

really look at photographs?  Knowing that we can go back and view the image again and again as we 

please, we often do not spend a long period observing the image initially. As soon as there is a time limit, 

do we look longer, due to the daunting idea that is will only become a memory and that we cannot 

physically view this image again: ‘The hour is the exposure, the moment that is captured in the frame of 

a temporary, provisional observation.’ (Onehourphotoproject.com, 2010) Therefore, the ephemerality of 

the photograph lies in its limited viewing time. 

 

The project’s motto being ‘Never before seen photos, shown for one hour and never again’ 

(Onehourphotoproject.com, 2010) it could be argued that this type of ephemeral experience happens 

everyday as we may not come across the same images ever again but its creates a memory crises and 

creates anxiety when told that you will not. This type of experience almost becomes a limited edition for 

the viewer. Where the physical image becomes a mental image and is then stored as memory as it cannot 

be viewed again ‘The viewer becomes the camera, recording the moment on the unreliable format of 

memory’. (Onehourphotoproject.com, 2010) The exhibition changes the perspective of photography as it 

goes against the original long-lasting purpose of the photographic medium.  

 

As the photograph is typically seen to be a record of a seized moment, One Hour Photo takes away that 

possibility. All artists that took part in this exhibition had to sign a contract to destroy the files so that the 

photographs can never been seen again (see Figure 7).  The viewer therefore plays an essential role 

within this ephemeral experiment, as the work would not stand without the viewer experiencing the 

ephemerality. It is therefore more about the experience of the ephemeral then the analysis of the physical 

photograph ‘the role of viewer is critical – without her, the work does not exist at all. The viewer 

becomes the camera in the task of seeing, framing and honoring the perception of the image. 



	

	

24	

(Onehourphotoproject.com, 2010) The exhibition questions the perspective in which photographs survive 

and virtual stored within the contemporary digital era, as photographs are managed and accumulated on 

multiple devices. This raises the further question if it is not published, what does that say about the 

medium of the photographic existence? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  Figure 7:  Release form contract. (2010). 
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The Family Album 

 

Photography as we know it is both ending and expanding and the meaning of the physical photograph is 

altering.  An example of how the physical photograph is still needed is shown in a PDF titled During the 

Outside Art: Exhibiting Snapshot Photography 2008 by Catherine Zuromskis. Zuromskis examines the 

effects of the Hurricane Katrina 2005 where victims lost their irreplaceable belonging of their 

photographs. Volunteers searched for family snapshots that had been left behind and then scanned them 

to create a digital copy which was used to find its owner ‘The photographs left in the drop boxes were 

then scanned and posted to a website, so that hurricane survivors could pore over the images and, 

potentially, find and reclaim precious records of their family histories.’ (Zuromskis, 2008 p.425) This 

case reveals how the medium of photography and new technology were used together to help put these 

photographs back into the hands of people that cared about them.  

 

Photographs are now sent from phone to phone to communicate brief messages that are made to have a 

short-lived effect. J. Van Dijck explains this type of mobile phone photography as: ‘Connecting ‘or 

‘getting in touch,’ rather than ‘reality capturing’ or ‘memory preservation.’ (Dijck, 2008, p6) The 

previous generation stored memories of childhood in albums and used to sit on the sofa with loved ones 

and flip through personal photographs as a family bonding exercise. Now the family album is slowly 

becoming an object of history and being discarded, when photos can easily be published and sent to other 

family members via the smart phone. It could be argued that phone photography using apps such as 

Snapchat has similar qualities to the postcard, where a snapshot is taken with a brief text to show where 

we are and to briefly say “hello”. Postcards were physical images used to send from holiday locations to 

boast about the sender’s experience. These have largely been replaced by social media platforms, which 

retain the very short inscriptions as on Snapchat, which encourages the sender to write something ‘short 

and sweet’.  The value of the postcard was as a personal token, a souvenir and a type of personal 

communication. The person sending the postcard had touched it before launching it physically on a 

journey. This intimacy is lacking in digital files and, where once post cards were used to connect people 

over distances, social media has superseded the intimacy of the physical photograph. 
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Fiona Tann’s Vox Populi, a show put on at the the Photographers' Gallery 2012, was an installation 

displaying Londoners ‘personal photographs’, which the artist hand selected, photographs from family 

albums. The Photographer’s Gallery website stated: ‘This work will present a collective image of 

London, calling into question how we choose to represent ourselves, and how we consume the 

representation of each other’. (Tann, 2012) Figure 6 is just one example of a personal snapshot from the 

photo installation. The images exhibited help create a personal narrative through the snapshot which 

fixes an event in time.  The amateur nature of the photography at the time of shooting excluded the 

works as meaningful art, due to naivety of the medium. However, now this installation represents a 

photographic archive for the nation through these personal, static images that are now historic and people 

now want to see them. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Figure 6: Tan, F. (2012). FIONA TAN: VOX POPULI, LONDON. 

 

The family photo album served the social desire of families to hoard memories in a physical pictorial 

form, which is used for future reference, and reminiscing about the past. Martha Langford views the 

family album as an object of imagination: ‘Each telling of the album shifts memory into the realm of the 
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imagination.’ (Langford, 2005, p90) Each album represents a family depositary and creation, as every 

photograph has been selected to record events, placing people into ‘containers’ of personal shared 

memories: ‘The album as described is closed, its infinite connotations compressed between covers into a 

single word, ‘memories’. (Langford, 2001, p4)  The family album has always been conveyed as a 

performance of memory and family history, which triggers off memories, although the actual album 

itself becomes a memory of a memory. Langford refers to ‘active memories’ within a chapter titled 

‘Speaking the Album 2006,’ stating: ‘A photographic album is an instrument of social performance.’ 

(Kuhn and McAllister, 2006, p.233) Langford shows how, when flicking through the album, we are 

engaged in a social performance and play the part of an active user in an environment of remembrance.  

 

Engaging in the family album is a tactile experience: it is to be physically touched as well as appreciated 

which makes its use feel personal: ‘they were made to be touched as well as seen’. (Langford, 2005, p72)  

Creating a family album is to produce a visual archive of family history to be passed down to future 

generations. However, this important role is becoming less important due to the accessibility of 

Facebook and other social media platforms by dismisses the feeling of touch when viewing family 

photographs. Security of photographs is also at risk by dismissing the album by the dependency on 

technology to archive our photographs. Timehop (2011) a reminiscing application automatically stores 

images and reminds users of what they did five years ago on all social media. ‘We have more "old" 

photos and content than ever before, yet most of the Internet focuses on "new"’. (Timehop, 2011) 

Timehop constructs a new way of storing digital memories by converting them to digital silent records 

using time. The digital album tends to be disregarded in comparison to the family album, which allowed 

a special moment when the album was opened and looked at, maybe once a year however Timehop 

offers archived images to be seen everyday.  
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Chapter Four 

Photographing to Remember, Photographing to Forget 

Did it happen if it wasn’t photographed? 

In new media technology the irrational amount of photographs being taken everyday could be affecting 

our memory. In the book Double Exposure Memory and Photography (2014) David Bate calls 

photography ‘negative relation to memory’. (Shevchenko, 2014, p.4) Considering that everyday 

photographers are replacing our memories with photographs, as a result of the fear that human memory 

cannot recollect everything we desire. According to Oliver Wendell Holmes in Batchen’s book Forget 

Me Not: Photography and Remembrance (2004), Holmes regards the camera as ‘the mirror of memory,’ 

(Batchen, 2004, p8), which goes against Bate’s theory that memory is being replaced by the photograph 

in order to preserve it from fading or vanishing. Martha Langford (2005), however, compares the relation 

of memory to photography to the looking glass, stating that: ‘Mentally, we have ingested the 

photographic image, turned our eye inward, and passed ‘through the looking-glass’: memory and 

imagination have in fact been colluding.’ (Langford, 2005, p. 4) In other words looking at a photograph 

means looking back at our own selves, where the imagination and our memory of that looking become 

intertwined. However Linda Henkel has explored Bates theory of photographs having a negative effect 

through memory experiments.  

 

No Pictures, Please. Don’t Use Your Camera 

Linda Henkel’s study involved the following: one group were asked to look at a set of specific objects 

and memorize them, while the second group were told to take photographs of the objects. This study 

proved that those students who had looked at them remembered the objects better, implying that they had 

created stronger recollections than those who had photographed them. This shows that as we photograph 

we are engaged in direct forgetting: ‘When people rely on technology to remember for them counting on 

the camera to record the event and thus not needing to attend to it fully themselves it can have a negative 

impact on how well they remember their experiences’. (Psychologicalscience.org, 2013) This type of 

experience happens everyday for people engaging in captivating images to contain information and 
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Henkel has proven this throughout her analysis. For example, at university instead of taking notes in 

lectures or in tutorials students often will take a photograph of the information instead. This demonstrates 

how the act of writing as a way of recording thoughts and thinking through the material in order to 

understand and remember it, is now being replaced by a visual record that is often not looked at in the 

same way again. 

SNAP, SNAP, SNAP! 

 

Kodak, created in 1888, by George Eastman put the first simple camera into the hands of the consumers, 

which expanded the way photographs were taken and created the ‘snapshot’ aesthetic (Kodak.com, 

2015). Snapshot being a photograph taken at amateur level, but successful, technically great pictures 

originated from it. ‘The term ‘snapshot’ is a British hunting term from the 1860 referring to shooting 

from the hip without aim’. (Sarvas and Frohlich, 2011, p6) This created a new way of seeing the world 

through the use of the camera, which was quick and spontaneous and did not require long observation. 

 

Kodak advertised their product to be an invention that treasured the consumers’ memories. In doing this 

they used slogans such as ‘let Kodak keep the story’. (West, 2000, p166) Elizabeth Patton states that the 

Kodak camera was the ‘memory maker’. (Patton and Choi, 2014, p.41) Using this type of propaganda 

made consumers feel frightened of losing control of their memories and by doing thing, it could be 

argued, that Kodak created a ‘memory crisis’ to gain better business. (West, 2000, p10) Nancy Martha 

West reports in the book Kodak and the Lens of Nostalgia by analyzing Kodak’s effects on photography 

and memory: ‘By exponentially increasing the moments that would be captured and thus remembered, 

one might argue, advertising guaranteed that the Kodak “Memory crisis” [eroded] traditional modes of 

apprehending the past’. (West, 2000, p10) West’s key argument is that a vital change happened between 

1888 and 1932, when photography stopped being simply a method of play and became a method of 

amassing memory. (West, 2000, p107) The Kodak snap shot was also an evolution in the way that it 

developed the photographer’s films: it generated an anticipatory memory that made the customer wait a 

few days to imagine what the photograph might look like, and this anticipation created eagerness and 

exhilaration to see the final result.  
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In our contemporary experience, consumers are becoming obsessed with the idea of the ‘instant.  

Kodak’s slogan ‘You press the button, we do the rest’ (Gripsrud, 2002, p108), which took autonomy of 

development of the photograph away from the hands of the public, has now seen the screens of digital 

cameras and mobile technology reduce time by allowing for instant mediation and feedback of the 

selected imagery by the consumer. Shared photographs on social media platforms have become the 

norm, whereas holding and voicing the narrative of the object photograph is no longer being shared, this 

face-to-face interaction over an image is vanishing.  When thinking about memory and photography we 

engage in how the medium maintains a sentimental connection, through the interaction of the photograph 

and its viewer, whereas the screen, and the affect of the image obscure this interaction, by mediating it in 

the digital realm.  

 

#FakeMemory 

 

The blog NPR titled one of their projects ‘A #FakeMemory You Have To See To Believe’ and asked their 

viewers/users to re look at their old family photos and question the memory embedded within them: 

‘family photos are often a starting point for a narrative we're either told by older family members or that 

we construct in our minds’. (NPR.org, 2014)  NPR writes, ‘Inspired by this concept, we asked our 

followers on Instagram to share their "constructed" memories with us ‘we called it #fakememory, and 

received some incredibly poignant stories’. (NPR.org, 2014) Users uploaded their personal photographs 

on the smart phone platform Instagram, using the hashtag ‘fake memory’, so that a small community was 

created and other users can view multiple interpretations (see Figure 8) for an example of a user 

contributing to the series. Laura cannot exactly remember what happened within her childhood 

photograph.  
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Figure 8: Lauraiz, LZ. 2015.   

My mother claims she found my cousin and I playing like this but I secretly think she covered us up in 

ash just for the sake of a funny photo. 

 

Kodak did something similar to NPR through their monthly Kodakery magazine in 1919. Kodakery, a 

monthly magazine for amateur photographers first appeared in 1917. In an article in the February 1919 

issue titled “On the Negative,’ the writer instructs the reader to ‘Pick up a handful of old prints – look 

them over and try to tell from memory when the negatives where made – and you will in future never fail 

to date the negatives’. (Kodakery, 1919, p25-26) Directing that you are saving an absent memory and 

allowing the Kodak camera to be a product of memory safety. Charlotte West comments on Kodak’s 

intentions cited in Kodak and the Lens of Nostalgia: ‘You have now titled your picture against a truant 

memory’. (West, 2000, p171) Enlightening the issue of memory and photography has always been 

apparent. Two informing mediums of a magazine and blog used in different eras both tying to answer the 

same issues of photography’s effects on memory. This repeat in history questions whether there will be a 

new way of informing this matter in ten years time? And will this question still be unanswered?  
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Christian Boltanski, the French artist/photographer, who works with the notion of memory and fiction, 

comments on childhood memories by sayings: ‘in my early work I pretended to speak about my 

childhood, yet my childhood had disappeared. I lied about it so often that I no longer have a real memory 

of this time’. (Farr, 2012, p11) This has affected the way in which he works with memory and 

photography. Boltanski plays with the notion of fake memory within his work using themes such as 

childhood as his subject: ‘Boltanski famously works within on-going themes of childhood and death, and 

of memory that shapes our sense of reality. (Caines, 2004, 04) A good example of this was a project 

titled ‘the Storehouse 1998’ (see figure 9) which consisted of a blurred photograph installation of seven 

girls’ portraits presented with biscuit tins, symbolizing archive containers, yet the portraits are found 

material and the boxes were not old: ‘The black-and-white photographs connote another era; out of 

focus, they constitute a visual analogy to memory, fading over time’. (Roberts, 2007, p86) Using this 

technique is blurring the boundaries of what is a real and fake memory. Do we have to fake memories of 

childhood now, as we no longer have the objects to remember them by to leave to the next generation? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

     Figure 9: Boltanski’s, C. (1988). The Storehouse Installation 1988. 
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Conclusion 

 

It has been discovered, through this research, that physical photographs represents the inactive image 

where we can re-visit the event and remember what the weather was that day, or the colour top someone 

was wearing as a visual fact. However this does not give you the sensation and aura of the place and the 

experience encountered. The photograph, therefore, is now used for multiple purposes on social media 

platforms, using the ephemeral properties that have become a new way of communicating with one 

another and seen as the new contemporary way to engage and share images, with critics debating the use 

of photography and memory and the relationship between the photograph as an object of memory versus 

a communicative object.  

 

Where Alfredo Jaar uses mental images to examine the power of the absence of the photograph and its 

effect on his audiences, the crisis in memory has been a key to understanding these processes: Kodak’s 

reference to memory as a selling point of the snapshot is key to this argument as we have historically 

relied on technology as a memory source to counteract our collective forgetting. Snapchat has created a 

revolution in this image-sharing era, by doing the binary opposite of other social media applications in its 

refusal to preserve the photograph and alter the photograph. The disappearance of the physical 

photograph is occurring and family albums are being discarded in replacement to online photo archives 

and active digital albums. Awareness and participation in this practice and the obsession with sharing, 

hoarding and posting imagery on social media shows no signs of slowing down, and just continues to 

develop into a limitless, computer-generated labyrinth, so the function of the photograph will alter over 

time and its purpose, it could be argued, become increasingly ephemeral as new ways of creating hybrid 

photographs shape new photographic practice.  

 

Memories may never be stored in the same way again, as the majority of them are now being converted 

into digital files with the pixels and distortions that these acquire. The status of photography may soon be 

just a means of communicating quick experiences and used as a contemporary tool that results in fast 

paced social interactions through the screen. Photography has never been fully trusted to embrace and 

preserve memories accurately despite its history to the contrary used as evidence and fact.  In some ways 

the photographer is in control of what is recollected in the framing and intentionality of the image 
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captured, crossing the line between public and private, and photographing what they want to remember 

from a single perspective rather than the actuality of multiple viewpoints. Even if photographs are still 

being used as a tool for constructing memory, a visual recollection that can be reminisced over, it is the 

loss of memory or death of the event that they in fact experience and try to remember: a trigger for an 

oral history. Our heavy reliance on technology, however, could be the death of true memory all together: 

as the digital photograph and mobile phone become the repositories of these events. 

 

Although the ‘death of photography’ has been prophesised many times, in the last ten years the nature of 

the photograph has been changing, and through its multi-purpose potential the medium of photography is 

embracing the hybrid image in modes of all digital practice. Photography’s potential has grown from its 

single function to contain a memory, via links with a range of art forms, to grow within the digital 

context. Thus, photography has now become the virtual image, which means that far from being 

obscured, is shared endlessly online. What this has meant, however, is the slow demise of the physical 

object of the photograph (printing is no longer a means to viewing). This means not the death of 

photography, but a re-birth of the medium in endless ways in the contemporary digital environment. The 

camera itself, on the other hand, is being replaced with high tech mobile telephones and iPads, which 

have good quality photographic technology embedded in them. This ultimately means that the real world 

is, in a sense, becoming experienced more and more through the networked image, as we become 

saturated with photographs processed though digital realms:  we are seeing and experiencing the visual 

world, then, through countless rectangular screens, forgetting, occasionally to look at it, and remember 

what we see. 
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