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Often times what you’re photographing isn’t the subject of your photograph, it’s just a 
vehicle to get people to think about the subject the you’re interested in’. - Todd Hido 

(Interview: Christie’s)  

 

‘ 

Todd Hido, House Hunting Series



Introduction:  

In this report, I am going to segment my current body of work into ‘layers’ as an attempt to provide 

a holistic overview of my practice and research. One of the key methodologies that I employ 

stems from a constant observation within the urban landscape.  

Within the urban landscape, I have been developing an interest in the process of regeneration 

and gentrification. Initially, investigating Leith, Edinburgh and Silvertown, London.  

This academic year, I have been exploring how change affects the human condition associated 

with the process of gentrification through the genre of portraiture photography. I have employed 

many research methods that have informed the image-making process. An example of this is 

through an observation on a newly renovated co/working space in Edinburgh, through the 

perspective of social and cultural anthropology.  



Layer One: Foundation: 
 

Image above titled ‘Anticipation of Change’ acted as a catalyst for an ongoing interest in the 

process of gentrification. This photograph taken in Leith, Edinburgh symbolises elements 

present in many areas going through this metamorphosis, and the inclusion of the use of 

reflection adds another dimension to the story being told. We find ourselves invited to create 

the next part of this story, and that of the buildings being upgraded, demolished or 

remodelled. This also reflects what is happening to the local communities.  



Series titled ‘The Context of Change’ Silvertown, London allowed me to explore social and 

financial factors that are integral to the process of regeneration of a community. Through the 

process of photographing the same building from various perspectives within the surrounding 

urban landscape, I was able to illustrate the process of urbanised change and renewal 

through the visual language of photography.  



These studies and observations of the urban landscape played a critical role in the 

development of my current practice, in relation to how the function of a building reflects the 

needs of society.  

Regeneration projects initiate the flow of residents moving in and out of neighbourhoods. This 

process can significantly change the social and economic dynamics of an area. A 

consequence of this process is displacement.  

“If you've ever been displaced, then you know the agony of losing a place that held your 

story. And if you haven't experienced this, then I'm going to ask you to try and imagine your 

way into it right now.” - Liz Ogbu - Ted Woman 2017 



Series ‘Return To Sender, No Such Address’ inspired by French photographer Francois 

Halard, documents the process of leaving a domestic space. This series of work explores a 

presence that is transient and short lasting, achieved  through the use of longer exposure 

times.  

The visual language that was developed throughout this body of work informed stylistic 

decisions in this semesters portraiture  

The Rocking Horse Winner, Return To Sender, No 
Such Address. 



 

‘The Departure Gate’,  Return To Sender, No 
Such Address. 



Francois Halard - In Memory of Saul Leiter 



In this particular composition I wanted to create a similar atmosphere to ‘The Departure Gate’ 

image, this informed the direction of the model and quality of light.  

‘How do I become remembered?’ - Monachopsis  
Series 



Layer Two: Frame Construction  

 

Todd Hido #1765/ San Francisco, CA/ Between 
The Two 



The artistic practice of Todd Hido has influenced my own thought process of how an 
image is deconstructed in-order to unpick layers of narrative, specifically regarding 
environment and styling. This methodology has informed how I construct portraiture 
photography with the suggestion of a domestic space that has been through the 
gentrification process. This has highlighted how different materials are perceived within 
the spaces that we inhabit, and how the visual language of photography can subtly 
suggest social and economic status of the subject that I am wanting to portray.  

This led me to think about the visual signifiers that are suggestive of a gentrified space. 
For example: WeWork is an American real-estate company that specialises in letting out 
commercial office space that attracts technology companies, freelances and 
entrepreneurs. WeWork has a global footprint of eight-hundred locations, and all of their 
office buildings use identical interior design.  



WeWork - Office Space 



As a result of not having access to a permanent studio space at Edinburgh College of Art, I 

have been working at a WeWork located in Edinburgh. As WeWork represents a newly 

gentrified space, the constant observation of environment and the flux of people, has directly 

informed stylistic decisions such as location and fashion.  

 

WeWork - Office Space 



The interior design at WeWork lead me to think about Mark Rothko’s compositions, and how 

they are broken up into thirds.  

 

Mark Rothko. No. 61. Rust and Blue. 



 

WeWork - Natalie Hotchkiss I

Carol, 2015, Film directed by Todd Haynes.



 

WeWork - Natalie Hotchkiss II



Layer 3: Install Hard Surface Flooring, Countertops; Complete Exterior Grading.  

  

In his ‘Photographic Storytelling’ course Alec Soth describes a photographic process similar 

to web surfing - how one image leads to another. I used a similar approach when thinking 

about how to develop the first composition into a series of images.  

This lead me to think about where the character lives as a result of going through the process 

of gentrification, I wanted the location to follow a similar aesthetic to WeWork, Edinburgh. I 

found a suitable location through searching on AirBnb.  

 

 

Airbnb - Stockbridge, Edinburgh 



Once I had a visual of the location, I started to develop a narrative centred around the idea of 

the character moving into a newly gentrified space. I wrote a brief for myself, in-order to 

understand the function of the imagery I was going to create. The main themes that I wanted 

to explore were melancholy and hope.  

Television series ‘The Man In The High Castle’ directed and produced by Daniel Percival 

informed the quality of light I wanted to achieve.  

 

 

The Man In The High Castle - Cinematography: Gonzalo 
Amat 




 

‘Confronted by memory, I wait’ - Monachopsis Series. 




Layer 3: Working in collaboration 

Working in collaboration has played a critical role in the production of this project. An aspect 

of the gentrification process that is of particular interest, is the collective lost memories of a 

community.  

Polaroid imagery intrinsically asks the spectator to think about memory. In-order to add 

another dimension to the series, I gave Natalie Hotchkiss (subject) a Polaroid camera. The 

function that these images have, is that they are there as the ‘familiar’ attached to memories, 

in an attempt by the character to suppress uncomfortable thoughts or feelings.  

I wrote a diary entry from the perspective of the character for Natalie Hotchkiss to respond to, 

in-order to provide a brief for her to work from.  

‘It is through the process of reflection where my thoughts become solidified, representing a 

memory. The memories that we create serve a function, that travels beyond ourselves.  

Without function, there is no purpose. Without purpose, why do we breathe? How do I 

become remembered?’ - Extract from diary entry titled ‘The Seventh Wave’  
 



Another aspect of my research is exploring memory through materiality. As a direction technique, I 
presented a set of architectural cubes and asked my subject to select a material that triggered a 
memory.  

“Architects John Bennett and Gustavo Bonevardi designed the compellingly tactile set to encourage 

creative exploration of its forms and materials.” - Moma Design Store -   

 

This was a successful approach as it allowed the subject to take ownership of the space and a 
thought process, which in-turn translates in the reading and understanding of the image.  



 

‘I can only imagine to the extent of possibility’ - 
Monachopsis Series. 



The collaboration with Natalie Hotchkiss extended further when it was mentioned that she was going 
to move home. I wanted to document this process in-order to add  another dimension, eluding to the 
‘characters’ memory.  

I intended to employ a similar visual language as the ‘Return To Sender, No Such Address’ series of 
images.  

 

‘We are all intrinsically bound by the spaces we inhabit and the places we go. Knowing this, 
reassures me that I am not alone..’ - Monochopsis Series



 

‘A series of afterthoughts out in the ether.’ 
 Monachopsis Series 



Layer 4: Text and Image:  

Photographic work by Duane Michals explores the relationship between hand-written text and image.  

 

‘Rather than serving a didactic or explanatory function, his handwritten text adds another dimension 

to the images’ meaning and gives voice to Michals’ singular musings, which are poetic, tragic, and 

humorous, often all at once.’ - dcmooregallery.com  

Duane Michals 



I have an on-going interest in how words help provide a sense of clarity, but are also open to 

interpretation.  

I have always felt a sense of security from the physicality of books, in that they can become a 

vehicle for reflection,  and a connection with retracing memories or recalling details about life. 

Books can become a representation of who we are, where we are, and where we aspire to 

find ourselves. 

Inspired by Katie Pattersons ‘A place that only exists in moonlight’ I decided to shorten the 

text that I had originally written so that it becomes more like a snippet of thought/memory, 

open for interpretation.  

 

 

Katie Patterson: ‘A place that only exists in 
moonlight’



Examples of text used in the ‘Monachopsis’  

‘I can only imagine to the extent of possibility’  

‘In search of knowing, I hesitate.’ 

‘A shared experience recollected by one’  

‘A series of afterthoughts out in the ether.’ 




Confronted by my own memory, I wait.



 

I whisper quietly to myself, waiting for a louder echo.

How do I become remembered?



Layer 5: Music  

I often listen to film soundtracks whilst producing work, this allows me to concentrate on different 
elements of the image making process, such as the use of longer exposure times. The exposure time 
for one of the interior photographs was eleven minutes and fifty-six seconds. 

I found that listening to the same soundtrack on repeat allows me to assign thought to a particular 
moment, this could be something to do with the quality of light or how I direct the subject.  

Relevant tracks:  

  
 “We circle through the night, consumed by fire” - Recorded at Spotify Studios NYC  

 “The Middle of the World” - Nicholas Britell  

 “After Thoughts” - Oddisee 

 “Tik-Tok” - Hans Zimmer 

As a development from this, I started to think about how sound and rhythm evoke traces of 
memory. From this, I wanted the ‘Monachopsis’  series to have its own soundtrack in-order to add 
another dimension to the body of work. I therefore commissioned this piece of music from Enzo 
Da Rosa, and discussed with him what I was hoping to achieve.  

The music itself gives a level of control and solace. It begins with us hearing the underlying constant 
mind-chatter, overlaid with slower phrases of melody. These ‘thoughts’ are our connection to the 
character, created as the piece of music activates the different  parts of the brain connecting to 
memory and emotions, especially when paired with the written text.  

Soundcloud Link: https://soundcloud.com/alexander-van-der-byl/monachopsis  



 



 



Visual Diary: 

I have been using Pinterest as a way to collate different reference material together as a way to 
inform the fashion/styling decisions within the imagery that I create. I often start with a film 
reference then filter through the ‘More like this’ section in-order to piece together a mood board for 
myself and the people that I am collaborating with.  

The film reference that I chose as a starting point was ‘The Assistant’ written and directed by Kitty 
Green. Set in New York City, the film follows an aspiring film producer working as an assistant 
within a hostile workplace. As ‘The Assistant’ is set in the modern day I was interested in how the 
styling represents workplace attire. 





Edward Hopper: 


I am drawn to the quiet and isolated moments within Hopper’s work. This has directly 
informed the way that I construct and compose imagery. Whilst on set I often use an iPad 
to show visual references to the people that I am working with, this allows for a common 
clarity on a concept/idea. 







Conclusion: 


With this final body of work, I wanted to pull together all aspects of my research, 
investigation and deliberations into the subject of regeneration/gentrification and produce 
a multilayered piece of work. 


In my final submission I used the vehicle of storytelling as a way to engage the viewer into 
thinking about the subtle and persistent feeling of being out of place: Monachopsis. 
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