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Robin Morrison's photography
My photography in Port Albert
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Capturing Port Albert - Robin Morrison and Grandpa Lee

Robin Morrison is one of New Zealand's most famous photographers. What draws many to him nowadays is a nostalgic view of this
country, photographs of places that no longer exist due to the country being so built up.

What drew me to Morrison was the simplicity of his work, and how he saw the beauty in everyday life and took the time to capture
it. Putting his work in context makes it even more interesting- it's not just the simple click of today's mobile phones and cameras. His
photos were developed, and all have beautiful composition and colours. The focal point is clear and all his photos can easily be
dissected using 3:3 grid lines.
I love all of his photos I came across and thought it would be appropriate to put this inspiration to use. I had a mission to depict the
places of my ancestral past in a way that is simple yet intriguing. Morrison's photographs are not staged, and as I did different
photo-shoots this year I found it's far easier to keep them this way; to distract any participant by making them do something else for
the perfect candid.

My parents, my Nana and I went for a small road trip to Port Albert one weekend to visit Chapel for this photography
project. Along the way we spotted a building of interest, the Port Albert Hall, built in 1916, appearing to have been abandoned for
some time. The older style, and show of neglect was of interest and walking around the building I thought about what made it
appealing or interesting. My Dad pointed out that our family had likely moved down to Auckland by the time the hall was built. Still,
why should it not be documented?
I spend most of my time as a passenger in the back seat looking out the side of the window. Robin Morrison's photography is exactly
that, so trying to emulate a similarly interesting composition featuring the road we travel upon to little avail.

Chapel is down a narrow dirt road with a scenic view. It is a picturesque chapel and although my non-religious nature
wouldn't call it or its surrounding cemetery inviting, it is well maintained. The photographs center around the chapel yes, but I
wanted to capture the environment around it. I tried to take the photos in manual mode, something very difficult for such an
amateur photographer but I think my ineptitude was successful in making the subject more interesting and atmospheric.

Later on this year I went through at least 300 individual slides on a small projector looking for imagery for my level three art design
work; which also has some focus on my family but in the way we remember it instead of the objective way it is. Almost all of the
photos were taken by my Grandfather , who was, as it turns out, a brilliant photographer. The pictures' compositions feel
purposeful and deliberate, he really cared about the photograph feeling compositionally interesting. He presumably subconsciously
created photographs with interesting leading lines of roads, the negative space of the sky or land, and the compositions of his
photographs always appear balanced. His photography becomes more impressive when you remember when they were taken and the
actual expensive and arduous process of developing and taking photos in the 1970s and 80s. Virtually none of them are significantly
over or under exposed or even blurry; as of the time film was very finite and so each picture had to be meticulously crafted as its
result would be a mystery for weeks or even months. Being able to see these photos and note their visual similarities to a celebrated
artist made them even more interesting beyond their depictions of my Dads childhood.
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Marker commentary

This Scholarship Photography submission focuses on sites of significance for the candidate
and her whanau, setting the scene for their family migration story. Their investigation into
this family history began at primary school (revisited in 2017, 2020, 2023). Utilising this
familial search as a beginning point for a photographic enquiry provided many inroads to the
nature of the unfolding image-making.

Seeking out stories and spending time in the town’s chapel, ‘imagining’ these spaces and
places where their grandparents once sat, was a pivotal move in developing a connected
relationship with the past. The workbook effectively documents the journey taken in
honouring the family story through a mix of the candidate’s own conversations with family,
recording and telling (written text and old photographs), and thereby establishing a modus
operandi for seeking out new ways of seeing whakapapa in the context of their creative
discovery process.

In conjunction with their pursuit to know more, the candidate started asking questions about
aesthetics and collections. They understand the productive tension between the aesthetics
of a handwritten mark, the fade of a well-worn page and the significance of holding an object
once held by their ancestors. We know this via their own photographs on the folio and the
accounts in the workbook. These were productive prompts for reflecting on family
ephemera/printed matter, old photographs and artefacts found or gifted and how these
elements/subject matter could be used to stretch out the imagined content across time. Due
to the lived experience component of the enquiry, the project remained active and inquiring
throughout. The candidate’s Nana was able to share various treasured objects, such as the
family bible (containing a hand-drawn face) and two silver/gold pocket watches, which
became the central subject matter for later photographs.

Various photography practices are employed; cyanotype, pinhole and darkroom (including
stencils and glass negatives) position the work across and in time. Experimentation with non-
digital processes conceptually supports their interest in looking into the past, such as using
the pinhole camera to take a contemporary family portrait akin to the qualities of the
historical family photograph and working with family-owned film slides and glass plate
negatives. Incorporating these found images/processes into their own work trajectory
created a rich layer to the work that both honours and makes the past present.

Links to artists’ work like Robin Morrison and Robert Frank inform processes and aesthetic
decision-making. The candidate was analytical and thoughtful in how they engaged in their
artmaking, in parallel with their ongoing experience of learning and knowing more through
each iterative phase and artwork made. The folio work evidences an authentic journey
through an articulately composed and well-executed body of practice.






