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Let us light on a few of these snapshots at first, and see 

where (or when) they take us. The period, judging by haircuts 

and short trousers: any time from the late 1960s to the cusp 

of the 1990s. It is probably late spring: there are daisies on 

the lawn, the shadows are short, the sun gets in your eyes 

and a lilac bush is in full flower. In the foreground an upended 

coffee table, a bentwood chair and a console table have been 

aligned to mimic a small boat, and three little boys are 

punting themselves into the future. Or consider this, from 

the same era, by the looks of the blueing print: a ‘middle 

aged man’ – moustache, spectacles, unzipped cardigan, 

wide but sober tie – throws back his head while a dishevelled 

friend or relative pours some exotic liquor (souvenir of a 

Mediterranean holiday, perhaps) into his wide-open mouth, 

and a third man tipsily grips a paper cup and affects to save 

that tie from dribbled booze. And again: blazing sunshine 

(that legendary summer of 1976? the Jubilee holiday a year 

later?) on a suburban street, and dads in tiny shorts and no 

shirts are lined up ready for the hundred-yard dash.

Among the curious effects of looking at other people’s family 

photographs is a type of nostalgic recognition – I have just 

felt it here for the era of my childhood – that may have little 

or nothing to do with the details of place or precise time, let 

alone milieu in the pictures. In fact it may even be true that 

I’ve chosen the examples above, clustered in a particular 

period, rather too knowingly – that is to say, maybe all family 

photographs of whatever vintage remind me of the 1970s. 

That is not, I hope, to say something sentimental or solipsistic; 

rather, this is the paradox of such photographs: taken to 

remind us of a specific occasion. Not just a day or a date, but 

the happy accidents of drunkenness, play, togetherness – 

they end up as mementos of entire historical spans with their 

customs and their entertainments, degrees of formality and 

closeness, ways of showing off or hiding ourselves in plain 
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sight. And this sense of the individual snapshot connecting us 

to a historical past is just as true, just as perplexing, for the 

persons photographed, for the photographers, for those who 

know and love the sitters or subjects and peruse their images 

in after years. Family photographs are estranging objects: 

made out of intimacy, they invoke abstractions.

Fiona Tan’s VOX POPULI broaches the intricate allure of the 

snapshot in all its historical, geographic and cultural 

complexity, while remaining alive to the specific, the occa-

sional, the lightness and later mnemonic weight of an indi-

vidual image made in and of the moment. The project, 

which concludes with the present selection for VOX POPULI 

London, was begun in 2004 with VOX POPULI Norway, when 

the artist was commissioned to make a new work for the 

Norwegian Parliament in Oslo, and responded by canvass-

ing images from family photo albums gathered across the 

country. Subsequent exhibitions, and the accompanying 

books, have corralled similar collections of photographs in 

Tokyo, Switzerland and Sydney. The oscillation between cities 

and whole countries is not systematic, but it is important: 

variation blurs the notion of what exactly constitutes a ‘people’. 

That loaded concept might name something civic or national 

or, as the images themselves attest, a self-definition that’s 

more localised or universal. Much of Tan’s work has been 

concerned with such slippages across the borderlines of 

identity. In her 1997 film May You Live in Interesting Times, 

she explored her own heritage as a ‘professional foreigner’: 

born in Indonesia to an Australian mother and Chinese father, 

raised in Australia and now resident in the Netherlands for 

over twenty years. Personal and collective identities may also 

travel in time: Provenance (2008) is a series of monochrome 

video portraits of residents of Amsterdam that obliquely 

recalls paintings in the collection of the city’s Rijksmuseum.

What then of London and its photographic intimacies, its 

moments of private and personal image-making, drawn again 

from family albums submitted for the artists’ attention? You 

could plausibly argue that in common with the previous itera-

tions of the project, VOX POPULI London amasses an inventory 

of the snapshot, a typology of the times and places, the poses 

and gatherings, outdoor scenes and flash-lit interiors that go 
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to make up a certain catalogue of convention or even of 

cliché. And Tan is assuredly aware of that; in fact the project, 

in each of its geographical instances, has followed an appar-

ently rigorous division of the material into categories that are 

familiar and also subtly unsettling: Portraits, Home and 

Nature. (I say unsettling because the categories are not quite 

in accord with the impetus to grab a snapshot: we don’t typi-

cally think of photographs of our loved ones as having the 

formality of portraits, nor of party snapshots as studies of 

the interiors we inhabit, still less of our weekend excursions 

as field studies into the abstractions of Nature or Landscape.) 

Here again, among the London images, the family album 

expands from photos of individuals, through groups in formal 

or informal attitudes and happenstance or jokey movement, 

to outings into the countryside or languid days in the park. 

Formally speaking, there are predictable naiveties of compo-

sition – the subject placed dead centre, or near enough; 

sometimes lost in the distance among domestic ephemera – 

and technical accidents or botches: a whole wedding group 

blurred by the photographer’s shaky hand, a bride emerging 

from a church doorway into the bright rain of a ruinous light 

leak. And amateurism, of course, allows for the energy of the 

unexpected: an infant waddles through his or her father’s 

legs, a woman turns her back as if in grief on the remains 

of a children’s party.

Tan’s organising principles, and one has to assume the 

albums from which she makes her selections seem to propose 

various repetitions across nations and cities and cultures: 

we all want to photograph sleeping grandfathers, bathing 

toddlers, boisterous groups of pubescent boys and young 

women in party dresses at the start of the evening. But the 

typologies rub up intriguingly against the evidence of cultural 

difference. Can we say that there are especially English 

(before we even get to the city itself) poses and scenes in 

VOX POPULI London? For sure, there seems to be a kind of 

stereotypical reticence or stiffness about some of these family 

groups, lined up in back gardens that are all lawned and 

fenced alike, or sitting overdressed at outdoor tables and 

politely ignoring the fact that one’s lunch is being served at 

the edge of a car park. There are pallid and sunburning 

bodies by the seaside, sack races and the post-Christmas 
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sofa slump, a royal wedding on the television and a young girl 

snapped in front of a mountain of flowers at Buckingham 

Palace in the autumn of 1997. As was certainly the case until 

very recently, the camera seems to have come out for ‘special 

occasions’, and even the most antic snapshots – a Christmas-

day kid in crazy-coloured wig, dancers cutting loose on the 

front-room carpet – record communal rituals. Though it cannot 

be true, hardly anybody pictured here looks out of place or 

like they need to escape, save perhaps for a young man 

lounging provocatively by flowerbeds, or a teenage girl 

essaying a smokily distant seventies glamour: cigarette, 

lipstick, retro Hollywood hair.

The city itself is hardly in evidence apart from Big Ben, the 

pigeons in Trafalgar Square, the Thames at night and the view 

from a snowbound Primrose Hill. And why should it be oth-

erwise? Why should London photograph its public self instead 

of its private interstices? Though the city (like all cities) is 

probably the subject now of more photographs than ever, 

there are hierarchies in terms of what we prize, hold onto and 

hold back. Because despite the ease and cheapness of 

domestic photography in the period (the last few decades) 

that VOX POPULI covers, quickened by the advent of digital 

and especially the cameraphone, it is not exactly the case, as 

media cliché has it, that we live at a moment of total photo-

graphic ubiquity and transparence. Our snapshots don’t all 

inhabit the same flat realm of visibility; they tend to organise 

themselves into albums, for one thing: private and public. One 

could read VOX POPULI as an elegy, a work of mourning, for 

the vanishing intimate realm of the family album, made quaint 

in the era of social media; but it was never wholly intimate 

in the first place, nor public. It was always composed of the 

private and the historical – was in fact, like VOX POPULI, an 

eloquent history of privacy.


