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A critical framing of contemporary studio portraiture in the context of progressive nostalgia

Abstract


Drawing from a contemporary case study that examines studio portraiture in a suburb of north-London, which mostly caters for the diasporic Anglo-Turkish community, in this paper I contemplate the value of studio portraiture as a meaning making process through which identities are visualised and memories are made. I look at the lineage of studio portraiture as a story telling device that dates back nearly 200 years and argue that for this case study, the portraits are significant in creating a sense of belonging in a new land. More than this, in this paper I build an argument that challenges traditional notions of nostalgia only being rooted in the past. Within the context of this case study, I suggest that contemporary studio portraits are highly sophisticated devices which can be read as anticipatory records that mark key memorable moments in the present, which at the same time have potential for latent nostalgic reflections in the future. 
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Introduction

In this paper I draw from research that looks at contemporary high street studio photography in north London, which caters for the diasporic Turkish community; to consider how studio portraiture is integral in visualising identity.[footnoteRef:1] To do this, I locate studio portraiture within a continuum of portrait representation that has a history of nearly 200 hundred years and argue that it has remained a pervasive way in which to visually capture and commemorate traditions, rituals and life affirming events. In the context of this case study, I extend this writing by suggesting that studio portraits do more than visually mark key moments. I put forward the idea that studio portraits are innovative in capturing the present to create a sense of belonging, moreover they have potential to inspire nostalgic reflections in the future. Thus, I suggest studio portraits can be understood as a meaning making process produced in one temporal moment - to look back - in anticipation of potential nostalgic re-viewing in the future.  [1:  Although the clients of these studios are not exclusively Turkish, most of them identified as Turkish or Anglo-Turkish. Notably, there was much complexity and nuance around self-identification as diasporic Turkish/Anglo-Turkish/ Kurds, ethnic Turks and Alvies, which extends beyond the scope of this paper. ] 


Nostalgias

Before the research is discussed, I locate the perspective with which I approach nostalgia, which has historically been understood to be a medical condition, that dates back to the seventeenth century, as a form of medical melancholia. In modern contexts nostalgia is more commonly associated with homesickness and complex emotional yearnings for a specific place and time, which is often connected with vernacular photography, and frequently engaged with to evoke past-memories often through a sentimentalised perspective. When writing about nostalgia in Nostalgia: The history of a dangerous emotion (2024) historian Agnes Arnold-Forster suggests there are many nostalgias which have meant quite different things in at different historical moments, and in distinct socio-political contexts. Furthermore, she highlights that our relationship to nostalgia is in flux - continually shaped, defined and redefined through latent engagements with the past. This builds on the highly influential writing on nostalgia by cultural theorist Sveltana Boym in The Future of Nostalgia (2001). Boym proposes that nostalgia is more than rebuilding a version of the past, instead suggesting that nostalgia can be understood as a framework that imagines the past without attempting to recreate it. She articulates that there are two kinds of nostalgia restorative and reflective. Restorative nostalgia she describes as a restoring of the past in the present in an idealised way, which at times has been adopted by a conservative agenda. Whereas reflective nostalgia she locates as a longing for a past home and/or time without trying to reconstruct it. To appreciate how reflective nostalgia is a useful process to understand the past, I draw from anthropologist Ray Cashman’s (2006) writing about reflective nostalgia and material culture in Northern Ireland. He writes of how nostalgia is used to reflect on material culture as a way of asserting ideas of belonging midst divided communities. Nostalgia from this perspective, he argues is a positive way of inspiring critical thought that enables new understandings to be generated in the present when re-remembering the past. As I will go on and discuss, although this case study does not look for new ways of remembering the past, it does look for new ways of establishing belonging in the present for potential future nostalgia. 

For the purpose of this paper, I am interested in exploring nostalgia as a positive emotion that helps reimagine diasporic identities in the present for possible nostalgic remembrances in the future. To do this, I draw from Gary Campbell and Laura Jane Smith’s writing on “progressive nostalgia” (2017,625); within a framework of affective and emotional practices. They explore ways in which nostalgic emotions are entangled with engagements of the past in the context of heritage making. They shift the emphasis of nostalgia as a retrospective re-viewing of the past to think about how we can pre-empt what might be considered worth remembering, when the present is the past. They suggest a “progressive” approach to nostalgia that pays attention to place, time, culture and politics, identify aspects of an experience that are worthy of remembering in the present day – to be remembered in the future. To explain the relevance of this reading of nostalgia in relation to this case study, I refer to Arnold-Foster’s (2024) reading of Susan J.Matt’s (2007) writing on the complexity of homesickness and nostalgia. According to Arnold-Foster, Matt questions the relevance of nostalgia as an emotion tied to place of birth in an increasingly globalised world. She poses the question, what if that place of birth no longer exists – where and how do sentimental yearning for the past take place? This question is pertinent to this case study which includes participants who have migrated to London for complex reasons, often unable to return to their land of birth. Cultural theorist Stuart Hall’s (1990) writing on cultural identity and diaspora is useful to refer to in this context. He writes that the migrant’s longing for their homeland turns itself into a powerful desire to create home in a new place. Whilst the opportunity to source mementos from a homeland may no longer be accessible, the participants in this case study are active in creating sentimentalised portraits to create home and a sense of belonging in their new homeland. 

The case study
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Figure 1. © Caroline Molloy, establishing photograph Kibris Studios, Stoke Newington, one of the studios engaged with as part of the research. 

The impetus for the primary research starts in a moment of curiosity looking into the window of one of the photography studios on a north London high-street and the motivation for developing this research is to better understand the mores of the local community by examining portraits made in the photography studios. The research was undertaken in seven high-street photography studios in the same geographical locale of north-London between 2012-2018, in what geographer Doreen Massey refers to as an “envelope of time” (1995,188). Massey articulates that place is not static, and that time and space are crucial in determining the character of a place.[footnoteRef:2] At the time of the study, the examined photography studios were exclusively owned and worked in by first- and second-generation Turkish migrants. Their cliental is the local community, which is historically, but not exclusively, a Turkish diaspora. The studios are almost entirely surrounded by other Turkish businesses, such as the local bank, hairdressers, travel agents and all the restaurants. As one participant-photographer remarked, although his business is in London, this neighbourhood is really a little Turkish town. The primary research methods include participant observation, photographic and film documentation, and semi-structured interviews with participant-photographers connected to the studios, as well as photo-elicitation interviews undertaken in the family home nearer the end of the research process. It is during the photo-elicitation interviews that questions about the engagement with making of studio portraits as a way of creating belonging to a new homeland emerged. To underpin the thinking around contemporary studio portraits as an allegoric way of creating a sense of belonging, I create an historical context for contemporary studio portraiture.  [2:  The findings are accurate to the time of study, which have notably seen several changes and reshaping of businesses since the 2020/21 lockdown.] 


An historical context for studio portraiture

As highlighted above, the research starts with looking at a portrait in a shop-front display in one of the photography studios in my local area of north-London. The portrait is indicative of the many portraits examined as part of the research. For me this is an unusual portrait of a young boy aged seven or eight. He is wearing a formal white outfit, inclusive of fur-trimmed white cape and cap, embellished with silver trim, and he is holding a decorative sceptre. In contrast to the formality of the outfit, his pose is informal. He is seated cross-legged on the ground and is smiling at the camera. His portrait has been repositioned in front of a waterfall in digital post-production, so it appears that he is – quite impossibly – seated in front of the waterfall. What I find intriguing yet puzzling about this portrait is what I see as a disjuncture between the sitter (the young boy) who occupies the portrait and the digital background that surrounds him – I’m curious about the outfit the young boy is wearing, why a waterfall has been chosen as the background for this portrait and why this portrait has been made. It is a fascinating phantasmagorical portrait of a young boy that raises many questions about allegorical representational strategies used in photographic studio portraiture. The secondary research discussed in this paper aims to make sense of the intent and meaning of this portrait and more broadly examine the visual methods used in the studio portrait. The paper aims to cognise the perplexing relationship between the sitter and portrait background/surround – the real and the symbolic. In this section I offer an historical context to photographic studio portraiture that connects this contemporary case study to a 200-year-old history of visual allegory. I build a critical framework that locates photographic studio portraits within a genre of photography – studio photography – that is linked to historical portrait painting and eighteenth-century etiquette guides.[footnoteRef:3] I then move forward to consider how contemporary studio portraiture can be understood in the context of progressive nostalgia.  [3:  Notably, my examination of relevant literature written on early studio photography, is predominately Anglo/US-centric so links can be drawn between history of British studio photography and my contemporary case study that looks at studio portraits in north London.] 


Thinking through studio portraiture in the context of art history is helpful to better understand the evolution of visual allegory as a representational tool for portraiture. I move this paper forward by linking studio portraiture to an art historical lineage. According to historian Andrew Wilton (1992,XX), the former keeper of British Art at Tate Britain, the painted portrait, sometimes referred to as the ‘Grand Manner’ portrait, is visually influenced by the aesthetics seen in Classical Greek sculpture, Catholic Italian Renaissance portrait painting, and Calvinist Dutch painting styles.[footnoteRef:4] It is not unusual to see a drawing room, the corner of a library, a swath of curtain, grand pillars or even a picturesque landscape as a background in a painted portrait, even if it is visually incongruous to the portrait sitter. Wilton suggests this strategy is used to flatter the portrait sitter and connote their wealth and social status. This point is echoed by art historian Marcia Pointon (1993) who adds that the painted portrait can be read as a national language of representation, responsible for shaping and defining mechanisms of class. She writes (1993,4) “portraiture was – and is – to be understood as one of the ways in which social groups and individuals (collectively and individually) represent themselves; portraiture – the acts of portrayal – is always more than the sum of its parts.” Pointon explains that specific visual tropes and postural gestures are employed in the painted portrait to connote the social standing of the aristocratic sitter.  [4:  Wilton (1992) indicates that the ‘Grand Manner’ painted portrait, was sometimes referred to as the ‘swagger portrait.’ His research suggests that the first reference of the term, ‘swagger portrait’ was used to a describe Shakespeare’s character Puck in ‘A Midsummers Night Dream’, a character who was associated with pretension and insolence. He writes that Individual styles of painting the Grand Manner portraits differed according to the painters’ temperament, religion and country of origin. English Grand Manner paintings were popular in England between 1650 and 1825. Notable portrait painters were Sir Joshua Reynolds (1723 - 1792) and Thomas Gainsborough (1727 - 1788).] 


Photo-historian Audrey Linkman (1993) makes the link between photographic and painted portraits when writing about Victorian photographic studio portraiture. She notes that a painted portrait likeness would have been too expensive for most of the Victorian middle class. She explains that the introduction of photographic technologies, with less expensive production costs, made photographic studio portraiture an affordable commodity for the middle-classes.[footnoteRef:5] The visual mise-en-scène used to anchor painted portraits were mimicked and mass produced in early photographic studio portraiture, although the rationale for using specific backdrops may have been lost in this process.[footnoteRef:6] Visual similarities include the use of classical style arches, Romanesque plinths and swaths of curtain seen as the background of early studio portraits. Situating contemporary studio portraiture within this historical context is a helpful way of understanding the aesthetic legacy of the studio portraiture. This gives a frame of reference to better understand the reasoning as to why unrealistic and sometimes out of place backdrops and props, such as pillars, curtains and even a fake wooden stile are commonly used in the studio portrait mise-en-scène to surround the sitter.  [5:  This Linkman then builds on in her research at the Greater Manchester County Record Office, (2000) when developed a formal methodological guide about how to date a Victorian studio portrait. ]  [6:  Linkman (1993,52) credits Antoine Claudet in 1842, with the introduction of the pictorial background into the photographic studio. Although she adds it was not until the 1860s this becomes commercially popular. This argument is also made by Edwards (2014), whose extended essay ‘Temple of Photography’, describes Claudet’s allegoric painted studio walls in Regent Street as being crucial in positioning Claudet as a leading figure in photography (notably Edwards disagrees with Linkman on the opening date of Claudet’s photography studio – he writes that it opened in 1851). ] 


It is also relevant to highlight that there is a politic to the gesture of deportment performed by the sitter in historical painted portraits, which has transcended into photographic studio portraits. When writing about the politics of power seen in painted portraits, historian Anne Bermingham (1987) insightfully connects compositional techniques used to characterise the social status of the sitter in the portrait, to coded gestures of deportment seen in traditional eighteenth-century etiquette guides.[footnoteRef:7] She outlines that adopting specific coded deportment gestures, found in the etiquette guides signalled the social status of the aristocratic sitter, and goes on to argue that the guides were devised around the idea that a system of social standing and status needed to be preserved. In assuming these gestures, as suggested in the guides, the social status and gender of the sitter is metaphorically implied. She writes “The etiquette books regularized bodily movements and encoded them into a network of social and class meaning. Deportment could facilitate social intercourse and forestall.” (1987,22) [7:  It should be clarified that the aristocracy would have been taught etiquette and deportment, the published etiquette guides were made for the aspiring middle class wanting to acquire the appearance of aristocratic cultural capital. ] 


[bookmark: _Toc40384934][bookmark: _Toc40385808]Whilst the meaning of deportment gestures may have been lost in Victorian photographic studio portrait, the same poses seen in painted portraits were adopted, and are frequently still used in contemporary studio portraiture. Audrey Linkman (1993) identifies the link between gesture and deportment seen in portrait painting and Victorian studio portraits and attempts to understand this relationship. She writes (1993,46) “The pose of a lady should not have that boldness of action which you would give a man but be modest and retiring, the arms describing gentle curves, and feet never apart.” Linkman suggests that the sitter’s clothing and deportment is crucial in understanding the social aspirations of the sitter in the studio portrait. These, she claims, make an important contribution in characterising social and class aspirations, of the middle-class sitter.[footnoteRef:8] This idea is reiterated by Elizabeth Siegel (2010) when writing about the suggested posing guides in early copies of Anthony’s Photographic Bulletin published in America in 1870. She writes (2010,43) “For six months in 1870, Anthony’s Photographic Bulletin provided its photographic and lay readers with a regular illustrated guide called ‘Suggestions for Posing’.” The nineteenth-century photography bulletin offered early photographers’ recommendations of how to pose the portrait sitter, paying particular attention to the sitter’s deportment, which often reinforced gender stereotypes of the time. For example, suggested poses demonstrated appropriate pursuits for a Victorian lady, such as reading, playing cards, sitting – with potential to engage in conversation. It is important to notice the performative aspect of the sitter who enacts a gestural role in the portrait, thus reinforces its message of intent.  [8:  John Plunkett (2003:76) challenges Linkman's assumption that early studio portrait sitters were predominantly from the aspiring Victorian middle class. Instead, he suggests that the affordable studio portraits, complete with their fixed backdrops and the option to rent high-quality clothing, enabled working-class sitters to elevate their status, even if just temporarily, to that of the middle class during the portrait session.] 


Building on this, it is important to complicate this reading and suggest a contradictory readying of the gesture and deportment of sitters in studio portraits. Philosopher Roland Barthes (1980), who has widely written on photography, problematises this reading when writing about the image repertoire. Barthes highlights that there is a tension between the subjects (sitters) perception of the portrait, the artists (photographers) intent for the portrait and the viewers reading of the portrait, which he argues don’t always coincide. Although, the eighteenth-century etiquette guides and early nineteenth-century photography posing guides layout instructions on how to depict the portrait sitter, there is no evidence that the sitter understands the motivation for suggested gestural poses. In fact, although the sitter is participant in the gestural performance in the portrait, they may not fully understand the language of deportment and intent of pose. This raises questions about how the portrait may be read by the viewer, who may or may not have knowledge of the codified language of deportment. Could one reading be that the sitter’s portrait pose and its social meaning may only be read as a familiar trope seen in similar studio portraits, recognised for its familiarity and repetition rather than a coded language of representation which highlighted class and status. This is a point that is noteworthy when thinking about how the repetitive, sometimes-awkward performative gestures that seem incongruous to the portrait props, costume and visual mise-en-scène are enacted in studio portraiture. 

A retrospective analysis of the methods used in early Victorian photographic studio portraiture looked at in the context of the painted portrait and eighteen-century etiquette guides places contemporary studio portraits within a continuum of studio portraiture that dates back nearly two-hundred years. This is helpful to gain insight into the language of studio portraiture, which uses very specific visual aesthetics, additional props and formalised deportment gestures in portrait photographs that are still prevalent in contemporary studio photography. If I return to the very first portrait that caught my attention in the local high-street photography studio window in north London, and add further contextual information, I start to understand potential intent and meaning of this portrait and the affective power of this portrait. As earlier introduced, the young boy wears a formal white ceremonial outfit in the portrait. It is an outfit commonly worn to signify that the wearer has transitioned through the circumcision ritual. It draws reference from familial Ottoman history and acts as a visual descriptor to indicate and celebrate that the boy has transitioned through his circumcision ritual. The circumcision ritual is an important Muslim ritual that takes place for boys aged around seven years and marks a symbolic move from boy- to manhood. The portrait is made in the photography studio, asynchronously to the circumcision ritual with the intent of visually capturing and commemorating this important transitional ritual. The boy who was photographed in the studio is seated cross-legged. In this portrait he has been digitally positioned in front of a waterfall and appears to be floating. This portrait background metaphorically situates the boy within a spiritual context and reinforces the message of the portrait; he has transitioned through a deeply religious ritual. In this case, digital technologies have enabled a malleable way in which to create a significantly memorable portrait of the circumcision ritual, that is hung in the window of a north London photography studio. During primary research in family homes, I looked at several photographic albums and observed similar versions of this same circumcision portrait. In the portraits, the young boys in their circumcision outfits were digitally relocated in front of several different digital backgrounds. The portraits were given prominence in the family photo albums, and notably in one album there were thirteen varying versions of the same circumcision portrait. In conversation with families about their albums, it was clear that the circumcision portrait took pride of place in the album as an important cultural marker. 

Further discourse around the relationship between the portrait sitter and background is crucial when thinking through the intent and meaning of the studio portrait. This is particularly relevant within an analogue context where the portrait backdrop remains static, but the sitters are different. Anthropologist Ajun Appadurai (1997) highlights this point when writing about subaltern studio portraiture, as part of a post-colonial discourse. He suggests there is an ambiguous relationship between the foreground and the background in the studio portrait and asks for a rethinking of the emphasis of this relationship. It is the background, he asserts, that adds the crucial context integral to locating the intent and meaning of the portrait and thus drives how it is understood. If an analysis of studio portraiture sits within a broader socio-cultural context, maybe a more insightful way of reading the portrait is for the background to be thought of as the subject of the portrait – which is animated by the sitter? This perspective is echoed by photo-historian Steve Edwards (2006), when writing about Victorian studio portraiture. Edwards maintains that the key substance of a studio portrait is its background. He highlights that whilst the portrait sitter may change, the studio background, props and costume are predetermined and remain the same over a period of time. Therefore, examining the repetition of portrait backgrounds potentially gives more insight into the meaning of the portrait. Adding to this debate, Kate Flint’s (2015) reading of John Elkins’s (2011) writing also places the studio background as the linchpin to understanding the studio portrait. This point will be returned when contextualising the research findings. 

Before returning to the research process and findings, it is important to highlight again that the evolution of the studio portrait as a method of representation embraces the imaginative and allegoric, which has adapted and updated along historical, cultural and geographical pathways. This becomes increasingly relevant in a digital context, where technological advancement offers more fluid ways to innovate the mise-en-scène of a studio portrait. Anthropologist Christopher Pinney’s (1997) writing on the allegory of studio portraits in Indian studio photography is particularly helpful in moving forward this thinking. He argues, the studio portrait background was originally used to solve the inaccessibility of specific geographical locations. However, he notes that the portrait sitters were more interested in the visual symbolism of a studio background than whether it was a real background. Using the example of the Taj Mahal mausoleum, an Indian symbol of love, to explain this point, he discusses how the authenticity of the background is less important than what it symbolises.[footnoteRef:9] He explains that in a studio portrait, the painted studio background of the Taj Mahal can symbolically stand in place of the real Taj Mahal mausoleum. The message of the portrait says we are in love, and it is this love we want to celebrate by being photographed by a professional photographer, rather than we visited the Taj Mahal. Thus, he resolves that the painted Taj Mahal background has transcended the actual Taj Mahal mausoleum, acting as a visual symbol of endless love and as such has proved to be an enduringly popular studio background of choice for couples having their portrait made across India. Pinney’s analysis recognises that the allegory of the background is more important than whether it was real or not.[footnoteRef:10] Revisiting the portrait of the young boy again, in his ceremonial outfit sitting cross legged floating in front of the waterfall I emphasis the point of allegory. The portrait does not try to represent the real world, it creatively holds a message that this young boy has passed through his circumcision ritual, from boy- to manhood. The costume, pose and background are visual markers that assist the storytelling and visualisation of this ritual. This point will be returned to and extended to discuss how allegory is used to create images that not only help establish a sense of belonging in the present but also have potential for nostalgic reflections in the future.  [9:  The Taj Mahal is a marble mausoleum in the Indian city of Agra. Made in the mid-seventeenth century, to house the Mughal Emperor Shah Janan’s favourite wife, Mumtaz Muhal. It is considered a jewel of Muslim art in India and a symbol of love.]  [10:  It is worth noting that Jean Baudrillard (1994) thinking on hyperreality is relevant here when considering the blurring between representation and the real. ] 


Research process and findings

The focus of this paper is on the intent and meaning of digital studio portraits and then moves forward to think about how digital studio portraits are made to establish a sense of belonging and thus be understood as meaning making objects. I have provided an historical context to this paper so that the allegorical language of photographic studio portraiture, with its use of visual metaphors can be better understood as a representational tool and go on to discuss how digital technologies have opened up innovative ways of doing this. Building on this history, I articulate some of the research findings to better explain how studio portraits can be understood in the context of progressive nostalgia. To advance understanding of how digital technologies support visual storytelling, I draw from research findings of this case study. 

I asked participant-photographers questions about the place for studio portraiture alongside of informally documenting of events. Responses consistently highlighted that digital photography has enabled a more flexible approach to takings photographs and visually documenting events. It is common practice, for rituals and events such as weddings, celebratory circumcision parties and family parties to be documented live using digital photography and videography.[footnoteRef:11] Studio portraiture has become a complimentary practice engaged with as a way of formally capturing key memorable events, often made asynchronously to actual event. Untethered from representational constraints of documenting the real world, in a digital context, studio portraiture embraces visual allegory progressively. This is an interesting point to note in the context of this case study, that focuses on a Turkish diaspora living in north London, who commission studio portraiture as a way of establishing their relationship to their cultural heritage as well as connecting themselves in their new homeland. As I will go on and discuss, there is freedom in creating the digital studio portrait in that it can metaphorically, rather than realistically, visually commemorate an event. Whereas an analogue studio portrait would use a fixed studio background to mark these moments and connote the aspirations and desires of the sitter, in a digital studio portrait the whole image can be assembled in the computer before the sitter arrives, or after the portrait with the sitter has been made. The sitter is photographed in the studio, their full portrait or even just their head can be montaged into a pre-assembled digital ‘mise-en-scène’. Digital portrait mise-en-scènes on offer are extensive and diverse to suit the mores of the photographer and/or sitter. For example, a suit, shirt and tie combination, designed specifically for male passport photographs, a wedding set-up inclusive of the outfit for the bride and groom and a woman’s evening dress, situated in front of an elaborate interior/swath of curtain. According to one participant-photographer offering a complete digital mise-en-scène makes the experience of being photographed much easier for the sitter, as they only need to worry about getting themselves to studio. The rest of the portrait is ready-made for them and specific outfits can be added to the portrait in post-production. Figures 2 and 3 are screen grabs of the photographer’s digital screen taken during interviews with the photographers working in the studios. They are indicative of the many digital portrait backgrounds examined during the research process and are included to share a flavour of the portrait backgrounds on offer to the sitter at the studios. Figure 2 is intriguing in that, as mentioned above, it is a visual example that offers the complete range of suit and ties for male passport pictures. Figure 3 is a ready-made mise-en-scene with a red curtain background, vase of flowers and blue evening dress. Only the face is needed to make the portrait complete. It is intriguing to consider this background has a latent history connecting to a 200-year-old history. [11:  The celebratory circumcision party is synchronous to the circumcision ritual.] 
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Figure 2. © Caroline Molloy, photograph of the digital post-production screen taken during one of the interviews at Belda Productions, Tottenham. The image shows a sample of the ready-made digital suits and ties, available to be digitally added to the client’s passport portraits.
[image: A person in a blue dress
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Figure 3. © Caroline Molloy, photograph of the digital post-production screen taken during one of the interviews at Belda Productions, Tottenham. The image shows a digital ready-made body in blue evening gown in front of a swath of curtain, side table and vase of flowers. This digital mise-en-scène is available for clients who wish to have their portrait repositioned into this timeless scene. 

Although some similar visual backgrounds and props can be seen in both contemporary and historical portraits, notably the pillar & curtain and vases of flowers on a side table, remain common representational tropes, many backgrounds (see figure 4 as an example of this) and props have been updated and adapted in response to the tastes of the sitter. According to one photographer, the digital portrait backgrounds most frequently used include contemporary British landscapes, churches and cityscapes that visually denote London, England. While historical associations that connect a British landscape portrait background to wealth, power and status may have been lost, the backgrounds take on new meaning in a contemporary studio portrait. In this case study, a British landscape is a popular portrait background because it locates the clients to their new homeland. 

[image: A screenshot of a computer
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Figure 4. © Caroline Molloy, photograph of the digital post-production screen taken during one of the interviews at Platin Studios, Harringay. The image shows a digital selection of pillars available as potential background for their clients. 

As I will discuss in greater detail below, a portrait background that depicts London immediately connects the portrait sitter with London, which is helpful for diasporic Turkish clients who may want to visually establish themselves to their new homeland. It embraces the idea that the allegoric background can enhance the meaning of the portrait and create a sense of belonging to a specific place. Furthermore, it eludes that the portrait is a storytelling device, in which the sitter is a participant in telling that story. Undeterred by the democratising effects of digital photography, studio portraiture still has a presence, if dwindling, on the high street. However, there has been a skill shift in the making of a portrait, which is no longer limited by the physical space of the studio. Digital technologies enable the portrait likeness to be completed and given meaning in the computer. The wide availability of digital portrait backgrounds, props and mise-en-scène has enabled a greater fluidity in creating portrait likenesses. With an increasingly broad range of virtual backgrounds and props available to add to the studio portrait, there are more prospects to visually anchor it. In fact, it can be argued that with a potentially limitless range available, the selection of the digital background and supporting props applied to studio portraits in post-production can be seen as a more exacting way of giving meaning to a portrait. Returning to the provocation that studio portraits are sophisticated devices that are pre-planned in anticipation of nostalgia for the future, I discuss one case study, indicative of the many portraits studied, to make this point. This is a wedding portrait made to mark the marriage of a newly married couple, which at the time of the research is displayed on the wall of one of the north London photography studios. 

The Wedding Portrait 
[image: A person in a wedding dress
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Figure 5. Caroline Molloy, this is a copy of a wedding portrait on one of the walls of Belda Productions Studios, Tottenham. Permission to reproduce this image was granted by Belda Productions at the time of the interview.

This studio portrait was made asynchronously to the wedding ceremony, with the purpose of visually marking this marriage union that took place in London. In paying attention to construction of the portrait its intent and meaning is revealed. This is not a realistic portrait and nor does it try to be. The couple are dressed in western-style wedding outfits and appear twice in the same portrait and are very much performing a role for the camera.[footnoteRef:12] The background to the portrait is Tower Bridge which is an instantly recognisable symbol of London and one that is frequently used as a background for wedding portraits in the local studios I researched. Firstly, it is un-realistic to have the same person appearing more than once in the same portrait, however, in this portrait the couple appear twice. This immediately identifies the portrait as being allegoric and not being anchored to the real world. It is an untethered portrait that is separated from any indexable moment and as such it has the freedom to metaphorically story tell in a creative and inventive way. In doing this, the message of the portrait is reinforced. The couple are performing a role in the portrait to signify they are in love. Their performative gestures are intertwined and suggest togetherness. Furthermore, the portrait was not made in front of Tower Bridge and nor does it pretend that it has been. The portrait background is a ready-made digital image, added in post-production after the formal portrait has been made. It is used as a symbolic visual metaphor to visually represent London. In selecting this ready-made digital image of Tower Bridge as a background for their wedding portrait, the couple signal to a future audience, that their marriage took place in London. The digital image of Tower Bridge, used as the portrait background could have equally been Big Ben or the London Eye, the point would remain the same; to symbolically show – rather than document that the wedding took place in London. To illustrate this, the background needed to be an instantly recognisable iconic image that denotes London. It should be noted that as with Pinney’s (1997) case study discussed earlier in this paper, there is a blurring between the symbolic and the real, in that the realism of the portrait is less important than what it connotes. This portrait communicates that the marriage union has taken place in London. More than this, it acts as a visual marker – created asynchronously to the actual wedding ceremony, to cleverly mark the present for future nostalgic reflections.  [12:  It is commonplace in studio portraits to see the same person within the one portrait scene more than once, sometimes even at different ages.
] 


I return to Campbell and Smith’s (2018) affective reading of nostalgia – progressive nostalgia to try and understand this portrait within a critical framework of nostalgia. As mentioned earlier in this paper, according to Campbell and Smith progressive nostalgia is a creative approach to nostalgia which involves capturing memorable moments in the present, in this case through photography, that are worthy of remembering in the future. In this context, the studio portrait is a highly sophisticated device that recognises the value of locating this couple to London.  It places their marriage in London, if allegorically, and thus connects them to a new history – of belonging in a new land. As the photographer points out, when discussing this portrait, it sends a message to the family back home in Turkey, that the couple have successfully created a new life in London. Identifying this portrait as an object of contemplation, which may be reflected on nostalgically in the future, highlights that it is potentially a meaning making process that confirms cultural traditions and rituals in the present – for the future. More than this, it is heritage making, in that it is transformative in negotiating trans-cultural traditions as they change and evolve. It symbolically idealises the present for future possibilities of reflection.

Reflections on findings

This paper extends existing literature on studio photography beyond the archival turn and discusses it within a contemporary context of progressive nostalgia. To make this argument, I introduce a current case study of studio portraiture situated in relation to a 200-year-old history to try and explain the reasons why studio portraiture has a complicated, sometimes awkward visual aesthetic that does not attempt to represent a real world. I argue that the codified visual language of studio portraiture is a storytelling process that draws reference from early Victorian studio portraiture, influenced by historical portrait painting techniques. By discussing the histories and methodologies seen in early studio portraits, I lay out a critical framework with which to analyse contemporary studio portraiture. In doing this, I have shown how studio portraits belong to a genre of representation that transcends historical moments and geographical localities. I encourage the reader to consider studio portraiture, beyond phantasmagorical aesthetics, and place it within specific cultural contexts. Specifically, I think about the malleability of contemporary digital studio portraits that engages with digital technologies to creatively generate meaning in the portrait for both the present and future. I highlight that more than aesthetics are at play when trying to understand the intent and meaning of a studio portrait. 

Drawing from specific examples, I provide valuable insights into how contemporary studio portraiture shapes the way in which identity is constructed and visually preserved in the present with potential for nostalgic reflections in the future. The use of digital technologies has enabled a wider selection of backgrounds/mise-en-scène to be added to a studio portrait. In doing this, there is more scope to expand the look and potential meaning of the portrait. Digital technologies have opened up imaginative ways in which to make studio portraits that blur boundaries between the real and symbolic. Great creativity has emerged in this process that enables allegoric stories to be created in post-production. The photographer is no longer reliant on the physicality of the photographic studio to make a portrait likeness, and the sitter is not constrained by the background and props in the studio. Today the sitter has their portrait likeness taken in controlled studio lighting against a white studio wall, and the background is digitally added to their portrait afterwards. This process gives the photographer more creative freedom and the sitter more choice in visually situating their portrait. As with analogue studio portraiture, digital studio portraits embrace the boundaries between the real and imagined – the simulated, so that there is a blurring between them. The allegoric potential of this genre of photography can generate, expand and diversify the intent and meaning of the portrait. 

I frame this argument by suggesting that contemporary studio portraiture can be studied as a critical reading of nostalgia – a “progressive nostalgia” (Campbell and Smith 2017). As mentioned in the body of the text, this is a planned nostalgia - for the future, which captures and preserves the presentation of the self at one temporal moment for the perusal in another time. In doing this, I offer genuine insight into how studio portraits have the potential to be successful instruments that visually record detailed memories for future reflection. I suggest that contemporary studio portraits are in fact highly sophisticated devices which can be read as anticipatory records that mark key memorable moments, created with an eye on how these memories will be evoked in the future. As aforementioned, nostalgia in this context is not a reimaging or longing to return to the past, instead it is progressive. The portraits are captured in the present in anticipation of future value – future nostalgia. For this case study the portraits visually establishes and locates a diasporic community to London. Within this context, studio portraits are active in fostering a sense of belonging. Building on this perspective, I put forward the idea that the studio portrait can simultaneously contain the present and the future, the meaning changing at different temporal moments and I prompt the reader to consider the complexities of studying a studio portrait, past, present and future.
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