
Introduction 

The city engages the body’s whole sensorium. The city is a source of mental sustenance and 
inspiration, a place of phantasmagoric happenings that are constantly producing new stimuli.  The 

creators of the city and the catalysts behind its constant political, social, spatial, architectural, and 
visual changes in the city are the city’s inhabitants and/or the people who enter the city’s limits on a 

daily or just occasional basis.1  In addition to being the driving force behind the changes in the 
urban conurbation, the people of the city are themselves a source of endless fascination and 

wonderment.  People, who engage with the city on any given day, must live with certain 
characteristics of city life. One such characteristic is that inhabitants of the city are surrounded by 

and share the city with people who are strangers. They will forever remain strangers unless a chance 
event or reason brings them together.  This coming together of large numbers of strangers, who 

remain strangers, is something that makes the city a unique and fascinating place to analyze and 
contemplate.  The permanent strangers create an atmosphere that Zygmunt Bauman says, ‘makes 

the city a greenhouse of invention and innovation, of reflexivity and self-criticism of disaffection, 
dissent and urge of improvement’.2  

In this dissertation, I have tried to tap into the various emotions and thinking processes that 

Bauman says, arise from large numbers of strangers living in a city.  For this reason, I have written 
this dissertation from a personal perspective.  This perspective allows me to include my thoughts on 

what it means for me to photograph and do research in the city.  This is a project that could have 
only been completed in an urban context. The urban fabric was the starting point and the individual 

or stranger in the city was the inspiration. How strangers interact in an urban context is the 
theoretical focus of this dissertation.  Strangers are also the content of the photographic material on 

which this writing is based. 3 

Basic Methodology and Goals

The idea to photograph individuals in the city initially came from Walter Benjamin’s essay, 

A Berlin Chronicle. In this essay, he describes the afternoon where he was ‘struck by the idea of 

1 The conurbation of London is the location of the applied research and photographic project for this dissertation. 
However, the themes analyzed and the photographs that have been produced for this project could be applied to, or 
produced in, any city in the world.  

2 Bauman, Zygmunt. City of Fears, City of Hopes. London: Goldsmiths College, University of London, 2003, p 7.

3 See photographs 1-15 that appear in the appendix. 



drawing a diagram of [his] life.’4  This diagram resembled ‘a series of family trees’.5 It included all 

the acquaintances of his life. The thing that Benjamin was interested in was the ‘entrances leading 

into the interior’6 of the diagram, or simply, the nature of the relationship between himself and the 

other people and the relationship (if there was one) between the other people.  ‘Whether cross-

connections are finally established between these systems also depends on the intertwinements of 

our path through life.’7  This concept of an acquaintance family tree interests me. I am also a 

stranger in a large city. This ‘stranger-ness’ sometimes gives rise to my feelings of alienation. By 

trying to find connections between the various people in my life, it helps me see that even though 

the other people in the city are strangers to me there may perhaps be a way that we are all 

interconnected.  

Being a student, new to a large city full of fascinating strangers, I felt a need to engage with 

the urban mass and to challenge or disrupt the notion of the city as a place of alienation and 

separateness. This feeling led to my wanting to experience what happens when two strangers in the 

city streets interact and form a connection.  I came up with a straightforward process. The way that I 

proposed to interact with strangers was to walk through the city with a camera and approach people 

I didn’t know with the purpose of taking their portrait.  Through this simple process, the stranger 

becomes known. The use of photography creates a record of the interaction between the stranger 

and myself. Photography also enables me to construct a visual record and a map of particular spaces 

in the city where the photographs were taken.  The goals that I wanted to achieve from this exercise 

were simple, concrete and easy to gauge, and on the other hand, they were complex with the 

intended outcome not completely known. The goals that were measured include; the mastery of 

working in a new camera format; the twin lens reflex, the subsequent creation of a body of 

photographic work; and becoming familiar with parts of London to which I had not yet visited.  All 

of these goals were realized over the course of the project.  

The goals of the project that were complex and the outcome difficult to assess are related to 

my emotions and my thinking processes.  At the heart of this project was my wanting to experience 

new feelings and to put myself ‘out there’.  Simply, I wanted to be cognizant of my mental and 

4 Benjamin, Walter. One Way Street and Other Writings. London: Verso, 1979, p. 319.

5 ibid

6 ibid

7 ibid



physical engagement with the city. The project was conceived with the idea, that in order for it to 

succeed, I would have to meet the emotional challenges of constantly viewing and judging an 

individual’s appearance and how they would look ‘photographically’.  Once an interesting 

individual was ‘found’, I would then have to deal with mustering up the courage to initiate 

interactions with the stranger, and then ask him and/or her to be photographed.  I did all of this 

whilst simultaneously dealing with and overcoming my fear of rejection if and when the stranger 

disagreed to be photographed.  The inverse to having a fear of rejection is the fear of succeeding.  

A successful episode for this project was establishing the intended contact and then stepping into 

the unknown and having to actively engage with that individual.  Venturing into the unknown is 

always difficult, and in a way, being rejected made things easier because the relationship ended 

there.  However, if I were granted permission to take a photograph, the now known relationship 

continues on as long as the photograph remains in existence. In short, both rejection and success 

included emotional hurdles to overcome.

The collection of photographs that I have produced attests to my succeeding in dealing with 

the new thoughts and emotions that arose each time that I went out to photograph. The sheer 

number of interesting strangers in London was the best aid in overcoming my reservations about 

approaching strangers. Rejection yielded up a temporary despondency, but it was quickly overcome 

by London’s limitless amount of strangers that provided many opportunities to try again.  The 

anonymity of the City also provided comfort after rejection, because I knew that I was unlikely to 

see the people again who rejected my photographic advances. 

Figure 1.  Photograph taken on Old Street

However, one goal whose destination I’m not 

sure I reached is whether or not I succeeded in 

disrupting the notion of the city being a place 

full of strangers and separateness.  My, and 

another stranger’s life came together at those 

moments of photographic interaction, but they 

then continued on their divergent paths, maybe 

or maybe not to cross again in the future (See 

figure 1).  I asked my subjects if they wanted to 

exchange contact details in the hope of creating a 

more concrete and sustaining bond between us, 



but most of them decided not to and the interaction ended when we parted ways.8  My success in 

disrupting the notion that the city is full of strangers was a temporary success. However, in those 

moments of interaction, I felt that I was contributing to making everyday life a little bit ‘unstable’9 

and adding something a little bit extra to the ordinary.  I also I felt I was able to make the city, and 

the people in the city, as something to interact ‘with’ on a personal level, rather than just passing by 

and just simply ‘using’ the city. 

The Importance of the Street

Individuals construct their own versions and experiences of the city, ‘but the city also exists 

independently of each of us, with the object and its representation (or subject) redefining each 
other.’10 If this mutual relationship of definition and construction between the individual and the 

city is so, then my experience undergoing and completing this project and my ongoing relationship 
with London, is based primarily in the spaces of its streets.  The street is the public space of the city 

where strangers most often come in contact with each other. This makes the street a central figure of 
this project.  In order to complete the photographic practice of the project and to ‘know’ what it is 

like to be at ‘street level’, I needed to spend the majority of my time walking and waiting in the city 
streets. The long hours spent on London’s streets enabled me to photograph its inhabitants and its 

environs.  The time spent moving through London has also influenced the construction of what 
London ‘is’ for me and also what my lasting impression of the City will be. In addition, this writing 

and the photographs that I have taken, also contribute to the ‘making’ of what London ‘is’. 

Each stranger in the city has a personal story that in some way relates to the street. With so 
many strangers (myself included) passing by each other on the streets of the city, a combined 

narrative of the city, made up of innumerous tales covering all areas, emerges from the pavement. 
As Michael Keith says, ‘there is a narrative structure through which the street itself may signify 

authenticity.  Immersion in the street generates its own way of knowing the city, the politics of the 
street can connote both populism and transgression, whilst as the site of a celebrated vernacular 

8 In total, I photographed around 200 people.  Of this total, I received around 30 email and post addresses.

9 Lowry, Joanne. The Video Work of Rineke Dijkstra in Dijkstra, Rineke. Location. London: The Photographer’s 
Gallery, 1997.

10 Spier, Steven (ed). Urban Visions: Experiencing and Envisioning the City. Liverpool: University of Liverpool Press 
and Tate Liverpool, 2002, p. 19.



aesthetic, street culture readily stands for the contemporary, truly ‘where it’s at’.11  The narrative of 

the street and being ‘where it’s at’ is something that is also individually constructed and is a 

combination of the different senses interpreting the city. Knowing that the city is shaping ‘who I 

am’ and being able to see other people constructing a narrative from their daily experiences in the 

city, is something that continually draws me not only to the streets, but to the alleys, mews, 

avenues, boulevards, parks, squares and rows of the city.  

For this project, I wanted to engage directly, both physically and mentally, with the city. 

Working on the street allowed me to be ‘where it’s at’ and get the direct engagement that I sought. I 

was able to plug into, and to interact with, the city’s many different and interesting ‘stories’.  The 

mixture of many different stories on the street present an immense amount of visual and aesthetic 

stimuli. As A.D. Coleman says, the street is, ‘the one place in our culture where the most disparate 

elements are consistently thrown together in the most paradoxical juxtapositions. The street is a 

continually replenished source of extraordinary and surreal imagery.’12   My photographs depict 

moments of the ‘extraordinary and surreal imagery’ of the street that have piqued my interest and 

have made me want to know more, if only for a fleeting instant.  The photographs are my visual 

interpretation of the street narrative. When they are viewed at a later time, they take on a reflexive 

quality, a visual record and accompaniment 

to the street life that I witnessed. 

Figure 2.  Photograph taken on Oxford St.
I 

wanted to depict and also to develop further 

knowledge about something that was 

unknown to me. This something is seen 

almost every time one walks down the 

street. It is the ubiquitous stranger (See 

figure 2).  The donning of a camera gave me 

‘a license’13 and/or a purpose to interrupt a 

11 Keith, Michael. ‘The Street’, Through The Lens Lecture Handout. Goldsmiths College, University of London, 
October, 2003.

12 Coleman, A.D. Depth of Field: Essays on Photogrpahy, Mass Media and Lens Culture. University of New Mexico 
Press, 1998, p159. 

13 Arbus, Diane. Diane Arbus. London: Allen Lane, 1974, p. 1.



stranger’s life and to interact with and learn about them. The stories that are told everyday, and the 

amazing visual and aesthetic anomalies that are created by chance, by strangers on the city’s street, 

usually go unnoticed. This coming together of strangers, each representing many disparate 

elements, is an almost unknowing production of the space known as the street and in turn, the city. I 

wanted to try and capture some of these strangers’ stories whilst creating, modifying, and adding to 

city spaces. The photographs are a reminder of the narrative that I saw on London’s streets. Indeed, 

each time I see the spaces where I photographed an individual or when I view the images, I see 

spaces and images that represent personal moments and stories.

Taking Portraits of Strangers in the Street

The camera was the instrument that allowed me to go from a desire to interact with strangers 

to an actualization of my intentions. Photography gave me a reason to be on the streets and to 
involve myself intimately with the city’s most integral part of urban life, the stranger.  The most 

intimate form of photography is portraiture, so taking portraits of strangers in the city became a 
personal way of interacting with the city.  In portraiture, the person taking the picture has the 

position of power.  They are the one who decides what is included in the frame, what is left out. In 
the case with my project, unless the person gave me contact details, I was the one who kept a 

‘trace’14 of their being.  The ‘sitter’ is putting faith in the photographer that they will produce ‘not 
just an image, but a just image’.15

When the ‘sitter’ and the photographer are strangers, as was the case with my project, the 

leap of faith required to be a subject is much greater. I was aware of the gift that people were giving 
to me and of the responsibility that comes with acquiring a ‘trace’ of an individual. I was creating 

an aesthetic object that was to be consumed.  This made asking consent to photograph a stranger 
very important, because the person is essentially giving without receiving. By asking consent and 

answering the subject’s questions about my project and reasons for photographing them, they were 
able to see that my intentions were genuine and I had no ulterior motives. Gaining permission to 

photograph made the person more comfortable with the photographic process.  This comfort can be 
seen in the images (See Figure 3).  

14 The chapter, ‘Image World’ in Susan Sontag’s On Photography, (New York: Anchor Books, 1973) is a good 
discussion of how photography is an ‘acquiring’ medium.  

15 Barthes, Roland. Camera Lucida, London: Vintage Classics, 2000.



Figure 3. Photograph taken on Peckham Rd.
The camera 

that I chose to use to complete the project also 

helped in making the interaction between the 

stranger and me more relaxed.  I chose to work 

with a medium format Twin Lens Reflex (TLR) 

camera.16  This is a simple and quiet camera that 

is not commonly used today. Some people I 

approached to photograph were initially skeptical 

of my wanting to take their photograph, but when 

people saw that I was using an old camera (or a 

camera that looked old), they were able to see that 

I was serious in my intentions and they accepted 

more readily.  By using an older camera that took a little bit longer to set up, the event of 

photographing took on added significance and injected an air of formality into the proceedings. It 

allowed people to ‘open’ up to the camera. My original reason for using a TLR camera was to 

enhance my technical ability with its workings.  However, the effect that the camera would have on 

people was unknown to me and became a welcome surprise that I used to my advantage.

After a person had agreed to be photographed, the question arose of where I would 

photograph them. The only requirement that I sought for the spaces was that they provide a 

measured even light for the elimination of harsh shadows. I positioned the participant in a variety of 

spaces. These included, but were not limited to, standing in front of a door, on the pavement, or in 

front of a building’s façade.   I wanted to try and recreate a space that had the feel of an outdoor 

studio. Studios are an intimate and relaxed setting. Replicating these feelings in the public space 

would show the individualization, which is present in the city.17  The setting up and formation of a 

photographic space in the city created a private space in a public setting (see figure 4). The 

interaction between me, the photographer, and the stranger, the subject, was an actualization of 

Henri Lefebvre’s idea that, ‘space is not a thing rather a set of relations between things (objects and 

products)’.18 

16 See Michael Langford’s Basic Photography: 7th Edition (p. 71)(Oxford: Focal Press, 2003) for an introductory 
overview of the TLR camera. 

17 This was also done by using portraiture and the full-length frontal perspective of the images,

18 Lefebvre, Henri. The Production of Space. Oxford: Blackwell Publishers, 1991, p. 83.



Figure 4. Photograph taken on Old St.
This project 

and dissertation are a celebration of the 

value and importance of the street as a 

cultural and aesthetic necessity of vibrant 

and meaningful city life. However, I do 

acknowledge that the street is also a place 

of crime and fear.  I wanted this project to 

also be about making the street less fearful 

and more friendly.  Being asked to pose for 

a portrait by a stranger is not something that 

happens every day to most people and I 

understood people’s ambivalence. I 

photographed primarily in the afternoon to dusk.  I worked at this time because the light at this time 

is soft and even, which provided uniformity between the images for project. However, perhaps 

more importantly, this was also the time when a large number of people were on the streets.  They 

were source material, but the public spaces of the streets and the presence of other people that 

watched the photographic interaction take place, provided comfort and safety for the subject and 

allowed them to relax in front of a stranger’s camera. Except for residential semi-suburban streets 

and some hidden alleys, city streets are able to provide security because there is usually a pair of 

eyes or security cameras watching.  More often than not, people will aid one another in times of 

trouble.19 Photographing on the street and immersing myself in the street allowed me to become 

part of the urban fabric and to continue the long tradition of street photography. 

The Influential Work of Diane Arbus, Rineke Dijkstra and Philip Lorca diCorcia

Since the advent of photography, the street, and all that it encompasses, has been the focus 

of many photographers’ cameras. As a result, ‘they have stretched the parameters of ‘the street’ 
itself… [to include] any and every venue that can be thought of as essentially ‘public’.20  The 

parameters have been so stretched that it is right to think that street photography is any photography 
dealing with any aspect of the city, be it public or private. I am a photographer who works primarily 

19 See Part One of Jane Jacobs’ The Death and Life of Great American Cities: The Failure of Town Planning. 
Middlesex, England: Penguin Books, 1961. In this section, She outlines how the people of her neighborhood in 
Greenwich Village, New York City, monitor street safety. 

20 Coleman, A.D. Depth of Field: Essays on Photogrpahy, Mass Meida and Lens Culture. University of New Mexico 
Press, 1998, p.160.



in the street, and as a result my work is part of the canon of street photography.  This means that my 

work stands in relation to, and has been influenced by, the work of other photographers.  The 

photographs that were produced for this project draw a direct influence from the work of the late 

Diane Arbus and the contemporary photographers, Rineke Dijkstra and Philip-Lorca diCorcia. 21 

Diane Arbus 

I cite the work of Diane Arbus as an influence because she also took portraits of strangers in 

the city and also sought to establish personal connections with her subjects (see figure 5 on the next 
page). She searched out, but also allowed the city to lead her along into unknown places. This 

methodology and practice allowed her to have new experiences and to be a pioneering female 
figure, in the overwhelming male genre of street photography.  I have tried to incorporate elements 

of her methodology and photographic practice into my own work.  The way that I have done this is 
by interacting with the unknown and in letting the city come alive and present itself to me, whilst at 

the same time getting what I need from the city. Another Arbus trait that I admire is that she 
favoured not having complete control over things. This is demonstrated by her saying that her 

favorite thing was, ‘to go where I’ve never been.’22 She commented on the thought process that 
precedes a venture into the unknown and has said:

When it is time to go [to a stranger’s house], if I have to take a bus to somewhere or if I 

have to take a cab uptown, it’s like I’ve got a blind date.  It’s always seemed something 
like that to me.  And sometimes I have a sinking feeling of, Oh God it’s time and I really 

don’t want to go.  And then, once I’m on my way, something terrific takes over about the 
sort of queasiness of it and how there’s absolutely no method for control.23

  
I experienced the ‘sinking feeling’ that Arbus talks about.  For me, it occurred in the period of 

time between seeing someone I wanted to photograph and asking their permission if I could 
photograph them. Like her, I have a sort of manic feeling that takes over when entering the 

unknown path of asking a stranger if I can photograph them.  Arbus says, ‘there is no method of 
control’ and for her (and me) this assured that outcome of the photograph is unknown.  

21 For additional examples of their work see the appendix.

22 Arbus, Diane. Diane Arbus. London: Allen Lane, 1974, p.1.

23 ibid



If one accepts that they don’t have 

complete control over the outcome of 

the image, then one must deal with 

things as they come and always be 

ready for the unexpected. This 

uncertainty and unpredictability is 

what makes photographing on the 

street exciting. However, through 

experimentation and practice, 

combined with preparation and 

forethought, one can place him or 

herself in situations where the intended 

outcome can be realized.   As my 

project progressed, my methodology of 

working evolved and became tighter. 

Quite simply, I was able to control more of the variables that went into making the photographs. 24 

As a result, I was more able to predict, in my head, what the final photograph would like before I 

pressed the shutter release. I gained this knowledge from practicing with the camera, learning what 

it was like interacting with strangers and becoming more familiar with London and its environs.  

This being said, some the photographs included in the final edit of 15 were taken the first couple of 

times that I went out specifically to photograph strangers.  This shows the unpredictability of the 

camera, but also that I was able to establish a way of photographing that depicted what I wanted 

visually and I was able to carry this through the whole project.  

Rineke Dijkstra

I had a vague idea of how I wanted the photographs to ‘look’ before I began this project.  The 
work of Rineke Dijkstra was the aesthetic guide that helped to sharpen my focus.  Dijkstra’s work is 

portraiture. She takes photographs of various groups of people, most notably strangers in 
‘transitional moments’.25  I took from her the style of shooting portraits that display the sitter in a 

full-length format.  Dijkstra most famously employed the full-length format of portraiture in her 

24 These variables included which lighting would best suit my intentions, the space that would be a good back/
foreground in the photograph, which people would agree to be photographed and who would make a ‘good’ portrait.

25 Lin, Tan. Rineke Dijkstra, in Squiers, Carol. (ed) Strangers: The First ICP Triennial of Photography and Video, New 
York: International Center of Photography and Gottingen: Steidl Publishers, 2003, p. 56.

Figure 5. Teenage Couple on Hudson St. N.Y.C. 1968



series depicting teenagers on beaches around the world. For that series and others, Dijkstra creates 

an outdoor studio, isolating or lifting her subjects out of their surroundings (see figure 6).  There is 

an intense focus in Dijkstra’s work, which has been described as ‘stark and free of irony and her 

photographs are not obscured by the tell-tale presence of the artist.’26  Her images embrace the 

notion that the ‘artist should not be seen but present everywhere’.27  

I have used these methods and thinking when making my own photographs.  I tried to create 

outdoor studio spaces that allowed for the person that I photographed to be the central figure in the 

images. I wanted to diminish my stamp on the work, but have my presence always felt.  With 

photography, the viewer always knows that in order for there to be a photograph, there had to be the 

release of a shutter.  With this fact, the presence of the photographer is always felt.  The 

photographer’s existence or way of thinking is also seen in the idea or concept that is attached 

(usually in the form of text) to the photograph, in the people that are chosen to be photographed and 

in the spaces where the photograph was taken.  When the presence of the photographer is 

diminished, the viewer is better able to interact with the various elements present in the image and 

is also able to embellish the narrative in the photograph. Empathy becomes a very important 

component of the photograph.  Michael Bracewell’s writing about Dijkstra’s Beach Series 

accurately describes these ideas of narrative and empathy that I am also trying to exude in my 

photographs.  He writes:

In these photographs, each one of which presents a short story in the invisible masks 

which the subjects seem to have put on, there is a trigger to our sense of empathy and 

our simultaneous translation of a stranger’s experience into our own. The act of 

empathy, which enables us to inhabit the settings and characters in the external world 

around us – to imagine ourselves elsewhere, in another’s circumstances – is empowered 

in Dijkstra’s photography by her absence as a controlling director of the subjects whom 

she records.  She creates a photographic situation in which the subject must reveal 

themselves, totally, through her seeming removal of instructions.  The inverted commas 

of self-consciousness, therefore, fade in and out of our response to the images –as much 

as the sitter’s response to being photographed-like the electrical current on a weak rural 

circuit.28  

26 Bracewell, Michael, in Dijkstra, Rineke. Location. London: The Photographer’s Gallery, 1997.

27 ibid

28 ibid



Often my subjects would ask me how I wanted them to 

stand or pose.  Like Dijkstra, I didn’t want to give them too 

many directions because I wanted them to present a ‘true’ 

portrayal of themselves. I had a fear of imposing myself too 

much onto them.  I wanted the photographic exchange to be 

‘about the interaction between what they chose to reveal 

and what they revealed in spite of themselves.  I give them 

space to express themselves.’29  By photographing in this 

manner, the viewer’s empathy with the sitter is paramount 

to the images being effective.  I believe that empathy is 

evoked in my images, because when they are viewed, one 

begins to imagine what the lives are like of the people 

portrayed.  What did they think of when they were 

approached to be photographed? Do they have a job? Where are they coming from? Where are they 

going? Are they happy? Where do they live? Are they married?  

Portraiture’s ability to raise, essentially, unanswerable questions exemplifies its power and 

enigmatic quality.  While elements of each individual’s narrative are displayed on the surface, they 

always remain somewhat of a mystery, with each person who views the images adding something to 

the story.   The empathy and changing unknown narrative components, displayed in Dijkstra’s and 

Arbus’ work, is enhanced because they both work with strangers. However, ‘Dijkstra’s work 

focuses on the ephemeral rather than the freakish nature of human connections.’30  Dijkstra’s work 

is more ephemeral because she has ‘a preference for introverted people because I feel an affinity 

with them and therefore I can look at them longer than I do at exuberant people, who are very much 

focused on their surroundings.’31   When I was choosing, or looking for people to photograph, I 

tried to pick people that had something of the introverted nature that Dijkstra talks about.  I tried to 

select individuals who wore a part of their reserved personality on the outside. The thing that I 

looked for could have been a hair style, a coat, their body movements or simply their aura as they 

29 Van den Berg, Mariska. ‘Interview with Rineke Dijkstra’, in Dijkstra, Rineke. Location. London: The Photographer’s 
Gallery, 1997. 

30 Lin, Tan. ‘Rineke Dijkstra’, in Squiers, Carol. (ed) Strangers: The First ICP Triennial of Photography and Video, 
New York: International Center of Photography and Gottingen: Steidl Publishers, 2003, p. 56.

31 Van den Berg, Mariska. ‘Interview with Rineke Dijkstra’, in Dijkstra, Rineke. Location. London: The Photographer’s 
Gallery, 1997.

Figure 6. Dubrovnik, Croatia, July 13, 1996



moved down the street.  When these things are photographed and are visible in the images, they 

draw in the viewer’s attention and begin the narrative guessing game. The power of photography is 

that it can present something that is essentially ‘true’, a trace of something that was, and at the same 

time throw up as many questions and doubts as answers. 

Philip-Lorca diCorcia

Philip-Lorca diCorcia is a photographer whose work is very adept at providing answers and 

questions in the same image.  ‘DiCorcia’s photographs are suspended moments in unfolding 
narratives - only the conclusion to the story will explain the fragment that we see. Since diCorcia 

provides only the fragment, we must complete the stories ourselves, investing his pictures with our 
own dramas and dreams.’32 The fragments require a viewer’s empathy (like Dijkstra’s and Arbus’ 

work).  DiCorcia’s Hollywood 1990-1992 series is a collection of images that elicit an automatic 
empathic response from the viewer.  This series of portraits was taken in the area of Santa Monica 

Boulevard in Los Angeles, a Hollywood area frequented by ‘male prostitutes, drifters and drug 
addicts.’ 33  Before finding a stranger to photograph, diCorcia prepared the space where the 

photograph would take place.  The most 
important aspect of the series is that DiCorcia 

gave money to the people who he 
photographed.  The exchange of money for a 

service implies that the men depicted are 
prostitutes, but one can never be sure and it is 

this tension that gives the photographs their 
strength (see figure 7).  

Richard Brilliant writes that, ‘portraits exist at the interface between art and social life and 

the pressure to conform to social norms enters into their composition because both artist and the 
subject are enmeshed in the value system of their society.’34 In diCorcia’s Hollywood series, he 

challenges what the value system of society is simply by depicting strangers who inhabit the 
marginalized spaces of the city and are pushed to the periphery of society, often to be forgotten or 

32 Galassi, Peter. Photography is a Foreign Language, in diCorcia, Philip-Lorca.  Contemporaries: A Photography 
Series.  New York: The Museum of Modern Art, 1995, p. 6.

33 diCorcia, Philip-Lorca.  Contemporaries: A Photography Series.  New York: The Museum of Modern Art, 1995, p. 
50.

34 Brilliant, Richard.  Portraiture.  London: Reaktion Books, 1991, p. 11.

Figure 7. Unknown



overlooked. The subject’s name, age, where they are from and how much they were paid to be 

photographed accompanies the images. This text adds information to the fragment of the narrative 

that is depicted. However, the words also raise many more questions: Why did they come to Los 

Angeles? Would they have accepted to be photographed without money? Is that their real name? 

What is ‘Andre Smith’ really like?  DiCorcia’s Hollywood series, along with his other work, 

chooses a ‘positive expression of the importance of intimate experience: He saw social meaning in 

the weight of individual lives, viewed as if from within.’35  

Empathy, intimacy, and individualization are common threads that join the work of Diane 

Arbus, Rineke Dijkstra and Philip-Lorca diCorcia together.  These are characteristics that I have 

tried to include in my photographs and it is for this reason that I cite them as influences on my 

work. I, like them, use photography as a way of understanding one’s surroundings and oneself.  The 

presentation in their work of many interesting slices of the myriad of types of people attests to a 

desire to have an intimate interaction with the everyday and to make it extra-ordinary.  This is the 

approach that I have taken in my endeavour to understand and photograph parts of the urban milieu.  

Developing an Epistemology of the City Through Walking and Photographic 

Portraiture

It is an impossibility to completely understand and comprehend everything about the ‘varied 

and plural nature of urban life’.36  This is because the everyday lives of people in the city are 

continually refashioning its spaces and in turn, what it is. However, the past (and present) 

‘incarnations’ of a city can be viewed in its public (and private) spaces. Henri Lefebvre writes:

In the history of space as such, on the other hand, the historical and diachronic realms 

and the generative past are forever leaving their inscriptions upon the writing-tablet, so 

to speak, of space.  The uncertain traces left by events are not the only marks on (or in) 

space: society in its actuality also deposits its script, the result and product of social 

activities.37  

35 Galassi, Peter. Photography is a Foreign Language, in diCorcia, Philip-Lorca.  Contemporaries: A Photography 
Series.  New York: The Museum of Modern Art, 1995, p. 7

36 Amin, Ash and Nigel Thrift. Cities: Reimagining the Urban. Cambridge: Polity Press, 2002, p. 8.

37 Lefebvre, Henri. The Production of Space. Oxford: Blackwell Publishers,1991, p. 110.



The best place to ‘read’ the history of space in the city is in its streets. And pedestrian 

movement through these city spaces is the social activity that has left the most traces on the street.   

This being so, walking through the text of the city and photographing its ‘script’ that is continually 

being left in the city, becomes a form of memory creation and hence, shapes one’s identity.  Delores 

Hayden writes:

Identity is intimately tied to memory: both our personal memories (where we have come 

from and where we have dwelt) and the collective or social memories interconnected 

with the histories of our families, neighbors, fellow workers and ethnic communities.  

Urban landscapes are storehouses for these social memories, because natural features 

such as hills or harbors as well as streets, buildings, and patterns of settlement, frame the 

lives of many people and often outlast many lifetimes.38

Delores Hayden points out in the passage above, that urban landscapes are ‘storehouses’ of 

memories and that they are intimately tied to one’s identity.  If one moves through or inhabits 

a variety of urban spaces, then they will have different memories and shifting identities.  The 

formation of the urban landscapes, identity, and memory are rooted in everyday life.  ‘Man 

must be everyday, or he will not be at all.’39  Everyday life touches all aspects of human 

existence, it is ‘profoundly related to all activities, and encompasses them with all their 

differences and their conflicts; it is their meeting place, their bond, their common ground and 

it is in everyday life that the sum total of relations which make the human – and very human 

being – a whole takes its shape and its form.’40  

The seemingly banal practice of walking in the city is one such activity of everyday life 

that joins together the formation of memories and identities that take place in the urban 

landscape. The tracks of the pedestrian, ‘allow the city to be known.  We negotiate the city 

through used tracks and construct imaginaries around them of the known city.  This is one way 

in which a city, with all its complexity, size and change is named.’41  The naming of a city, or 

knowledge formation, that walking in an urban space provides, was an important aspect of my 

project.  Bipedal motion was the basic component that created my ‘urban storehouses of 

38 Hayden, Delores. The Power of Place: Urban Landscapes as Public History. London: The MIT Press, 1995, p. 9.

39 Lefebvre, Henri. Critique of Everyday Life: Volume I. London: Verso, 1991, p. 32.

40 Lefebvre, Henri. Critique of Everyday Life: Volume I. London: Verso, 1991, p. 97.

41 Amin, Ash and Nigel Thrift. Cities: Reimagining the Urban. Cambridge: Polity Press, 2002, p. 22.



memory’, ‘gave shape to spaces’42 that I inhabited or moved through, and helped form what 

London ‘is’ for me and what London ‘is’ in general. 

The photographic images that I created were products of moving through the city on my 

feet.  The practice of walking through the city connects all the people I photographed together.  

The ‘act of passing by’43  and photographing strangers along the way, form a diagram of 

interconnected acquaintances, similar to Benjamin’s.  This diagram can be laid down on top of 

a map of London to show the places and spaces where I read parts of the script of what 

London is.44   The places where I photographed an individual, became a static point of 

remembrance on my meanderings through London.  These static points resemble the physical 

structures that Hayden says, contain memories, and walking is the thing that joins them 

together. However, the places where the photographic interaction and connection with a 

stranger took place do not supercede the importance of walking.  For this project the journey 

was the destination. This is so because the places where I took photographs weren’t 

predetermined and happened in the ‘near and far and here and there’45 that is walking.  They 

are simply the outcome of moving through London with a desire to interact with the strangers 

that one sees everyday on the street.  

Conclusion

The photographs that have resulted from my project are visual objects that represent my 
efforts of exploration, study and contemplation of London, its inhabitants (and the people who use 

the city as a place of play and/or work) and how they interact.  When I (or anyone else) think of 
London, I construct an image of the city in my brain.  As Gaston Bachelard says, this image 

creation (imagination) is poetic and somewhat irrational.46   My imagination is unique and 
individual and for me cities do not exist without the people that inhabit their spaces.  By 

photographing the people (and spaces) of a city, I am turning my imagination of a city into a 
concrete thing.  

42 de Certeau, Michel. The Practice of Everyday Life. Berkeley, California: University of California Press, 1984, p. 97.

43 de Certeau, Michel. The Practice of Everyday Life. Berkeley, California: University of California Press, 1984, p. 97.

44 See the map in the appendix for the approximate geographical location in London where the photograph was taken. 

45 de Certeau, Michel. The Practice of Everyday Life. Berkeley, California: University of California Press, 1984, p. 99.

46 Bachelard, Gaston. The Poetics of Space. London: Beacon Press, 1994, p. xviii. 



The photographic objects that I have created are rooted in the everyday life of the city.  The 

element of this everyday life that I focused on was the ever-present stranger.  The images of 

strangers become empathetic narratives that are, for me, full of memories of London.  

Photographing these individuals has given me a connection with these strangers, regardless of how 

tenuous the bond between us is. This bond that was created in the past will continue into the future.  

The journey to get to this point, the writing of the conclusion, has been long and enjoyable.  

This project has reinforced my belief that photography is a powerful tool in understanding (and 

consuming) the place and space that one may inhabit, appropriate or move through at any given 

time. I have learned a set of skills and an awareness of emotions, which have allowed me to 

contemplate complex question and to visualize my intentions.  These are skills that can be called 

upon in the future to complete similar projects. In addition, the process of interacting and making 

connections with and photographing strangers in the urban conurbation of London has had a 

tremendous influence on me.  London has changed who I am, yet at the same time I have created a 

text and images to leave on the palimpsest that is London. In short, I have developed a knowledge 

of London that is my own.


