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“The endless mutation of the British coast wonderful-
ly symbolise[s] the state of the nation” - Paul Theroux, 

The Kingdom by the Sea

 I grew up about as far from the seaside as it is possible to get, 
and yet the seaside is in my blood. I am the first male member of my 
paternal family not to have worked at Butlin’s in Pwllheli. My mater-
nal grandfather, on immigrating from Cyprus in the 1950s managed a 
restaurant on Blackpool’s South Shore for over a decade. For most of 
the last decade, I have found myself living by the sea, though the sea 
in question is the Arabian Gulf. Whilst residing in the Middle East, I did 
not miss Britain a great deal, but I did find I missed the British sea-
side, particularly at those gentle, melancholic times when it was not 
thronged with tourists. The Welsh have a word - hiraeth which roughly 
translates as a sort of formless, nostalgic longing for home. When I 
finally did return to Britain, I decided to find out just why I, an inlander 
by upbringing, should suffer from such hiraeth for a seaside I had nev-
er really known.
 Of course the seaside is one of the central themes of British 
photography, and my own memories of visits to family in the summers 
of the 1980s very much corresponded with what Martin Parr found in 
New Brighton. However, it wasn’t this that interested me - more it was 
the places themselves. My previous projects on this course had inves-
tigated two different ideas - psychogeography - the interplay between 
people and their environments, and liminality - the idea of borders and 
other in-between spaces. This, then, would be my starting point.

Figure 2

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hiraeth
https://thephotographersgallery.org.uk/print-sales/explore-artworks/butlins-pwllheli-old-tyme-ballroom-david-noble
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The British seaside has always been important to photographers, from 
the portrait studios of the Victorian seafront, though the social docu-
mentary of the 1960s-80s to the present day. This project falls between 
two major exhibitions - The Great British Seaside which ran at the Na-
tional Maritime Museum from March to September 2018 and Seaside 
Photographed, which opens in May 2019 at the Turner Contemporary. 
This demonstrates the enduring draw of the seaside for the British psy-
che and perhaps even reflects that “today’s nostalgic vision of the tradi-
tional bucket and spade holiday follows a period of rejection…there are 
real signs of a renewed interest in the seaside as a holiday destination” 
(Ferry 2009: 124). And this is coming into even sharper focus with the 
imminent (or otherwise) arrival of Brexit, a situation which many British 
seasiders to whom I spoke hoped would see a revival in the fortunes of 
their towns. 
 My starting point for the project, both literally and figuratively, 
was New Brighton, the subject of Tom Grant, Ken Wood and, of course 
Martin Parr. The dominant aesthetic of the photography of the British 
seaside is one of bright, saturated colours. As Stuart Franklin points 
out, despite visual similarities, this is not always to the same ends. For 
Parr, such an aesthetic connote “crassness” while for John Hinde and 
his assistants, a similar look gives an impression of “hedonism and 
opulence” (Franklin 2016: 130). Though different, the two approach-
es are far from separate - Hinde’s aesthetic was borne of the medium 
(postcards) and the printing process, and Parr’s images gain their 
satirical sense partly from the juxtaposition of their subject matter and 
the idealism suggested by the adoption of Hinde’s aesthetic. As Parr 
himself says of the Hinde photographs, “they show an idealised view of 
the world and after the passage of time [they] acquire the the power of 
a lost dream” (Hinde and Parr 2002: 7). 

        Figure 3

https://www.turnercontemporary.org/exhibitions/seaside-photographed
https://www.turnercontemporary.org/exhibitions/seaside-photographed
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Figure 4

This aesthetic of saturated colour can be seen in many photographic 
projects based on the British seaside, such as Anna Fox’s Resort 1 and 
Danielle Peck’s project Many Original Features. Nevertheless, I chose 
to move away from this in my own project, as my focus was specifically 
on the places (and how the people may be revealed though them) and 
the time of year - both opposite of Parr’s approach. Thus I decided on 
a more muted palette. I briefly considered using monochromatic shots, 
but this made the places seem too bleak, whereas in reality their bleak-
ness was very much second to an atmosphere of muted melancholy. 
One of the difficulties I faced here was that, of course, not all seaside 
resorts are the same, in either appearance or atmosphere, though I 
took the creative decision to photograph them all in the same way - in 
the final project, the ideas about liminality are more important to my 
themes.
 The previous projects I have completed on this course have all 
dealt with the theme of liminality in one form or another - places and 
states that are in between - neither completely one thing nor the other. 
And the seaside is:

“A liminal environment, neither land nor sea, a ‘place on the mar-
gin’ where the usual constraints on respectability and decorum in 
public behaviour might be pushed aside in the interests of holiday 
hedonism and of carnivalesque escape from the petty restrictions 
of everyday life in displays of excess, Challenging authority and 
flouting the everyday norms which restricted bodily exposure and 
recommended civilised moderation in consumption and demean-
our” (Walton 2000: 96)

In addition to the idea of liminality here, I was drawn to the concept of 
the ‘carnivalesque’ with its connotation of post-modern social control 
whereby allowing the masses a short period of relative lawlessness en-

http://daniellepeckphotography.com/live-from/documentary/margate-cecil-hotel/
https://pro.magnumphotos.com/C.aspx?VP3=SearchResult&ALID=2S5RYDYDHEB9
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sures they are more likely to remain malleable for the rest of the year. 
 I identified six forms of liminality particular to the British seaside. 
All though not all are specific to the off season, these formed the base 
of my project:
• Social liminality: seaside resorts have seen an increase in numbers 

of vulnerable people, due to cuts in funding to the NUS and social 
services and to the fact of there being a large amount of unused ac-
commodation in these towns built in a time with far greater numbers 
of visitors.

• Liminality of age: for many teenagers I spoke to, the seaside has 
plenty to entertain both children and adults but not much for those 
in between, particularly in winter.

• Liminality of sexuality: seaside resorts have always seen more 
permissive sexual mores, from the tradition of cross-dressing the-
atre acts that go back to the Victorian era to the present day where 
places like Brighton and Blackpool see large numbers of heteronor-
mative stag and hen parties visiting the more specifically LGBTQI 
attractions.

• Liminality of purpose: for half the year, the many places and the 
seasonally employed people lack their primary function.

• Liminality of experience: despite the often depressing nature of 
many of these places, holidaymakers will ignore the wider world for 
the duration of their stay.

• Liminality of era: the role of the past, both in terms of the ubiquity of 
nostalgia and the fact that many seaside resorts have a high num-
ber of retirees.

I decided upon the form that the primary product would take -  a col-
lection of six zines and an associated website - fairly early on, though 
there were changes throughout as the reality of the places imposed 

Figure 5                                               Figure 6

Figure 7                                               Figure 8

Figure 9                                              Figure 10
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Figure 11

itself upon my theoretical framework, and events in my life forced alter-
ations to other decisions I had made.
 The idea of voice and agency were important considerations. 
Although I did not wish to make the idea of socioeconomic class a 
central theme, there was no avoiding the fact that I am a middle-class 
man documenting a primarily working class experience. Although I 
visited many of Britain’s more middle class resorts, they tend to be 
smaller places, and all of the smaller resorts, regardless of class, had 
less visual representation of my themes available on short association. 
Much as I would love to look at this different aspect of the British sea-
side, the timings available suggested that this might be an area that 
would greater reward longer acquaintance some time in the future. 
Equally, it became quickly clear that I would not have the time needed 
to fully explore my initial idea - that of six separate zines, each one 
exploring a specific resort. With the amount of time available to me, 
the differences between the resorts were not really sufficient to make 
this viable. Nevertheless, I liked the idea of separate zines exploring 
different aspects, as seen in Subotzky and Waterhouse’s Ponte City for 
example, and decided to progress using the six liminalities in place of 
the six resorts. Ultimately, however, this was changed to six chapters of 
a single zine, due to my decision to relocate to the Middle East at the 
end of the degree meaning the sales of a single item would be much 
easier to administer than six separate ones.

Daniel Meadows’ picture stories have been central the development of 
this project. I knew from his book Nattering in Paradise that I liked his 
approach to documentary photography, and once I had encountered 
his online stories, this was the direction I wanted to take. As I visited 
these resorts, it became clear that I would have to expand beyond 

http://www.photobus.co.uk/picture-stories
https://thephotographersgallery.org.uk/print-sales/explore-artworks/woolacombe-bay-devon-2008
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mere visual imagery if I were to convey their particular off-season 
atmosphere. The video picture story would give me the opportunity to 
include ambient sound as well as spoken text. The video picture stories 
would then be released online in accord with the zines containing the 
image and the written text.
 Early on in the process I realised that my original intention, to 
conflate the images a made on my travels with the voices of the peo-
ple I met, would not be as straightforward as I might have hoped. I had 
taken the decision not to formally interview people after a few early in-
terviews had turned out stiff and somewhat unnatural. Instead, I would 
converse with people naturally, discussing my project and their expe-
riences of the seaside resorts in question. This left me with a number 
of direct quotations from online discussions, and a number of reported 
conversations. As mentioned earlier, my own background, along with 
the fact that I had been living overseas for close to a decade prior to 
the project, meant it was vital that I take the voices of the people in-
volved into account. Additionally, I frequently came upon the problem 
that one person would make a point that I wished to include, and then 
another might be made by somebody else, often in a different resort. 
I toyed with the idea of compiling many quotations and incorporating 
this into the design of the text, but felt this would not tell the stories in 
a personal enough manner. Thus I decided to draw upon the skills of 
my day job, a teacher of literature, to bridge the gap, and approach the 
textual part of the project from the perspective of fiction drawn from 
real voices. Or, as the British Journal of Photography terms it, fictive: “a 
documentary project based on a narrative construct that mixes fact with 
fiction” (British Journal of Photography, 2013).

Figure 12

https://www.bjp-online.com/2013/08/stranger-than-fiction-should-documentary-photographers-add-fiction-to-reality
http://www.britishphotography.org/artists/18772/10767/daniel-meadows-nattering-in-paradise-suburbia-kent-1984-87?r=artists/18772/e/2091/daniel-meadows-daniel-meadows-nattering-in-paradise-suburbia-kent-1984-87
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The idea of fictive storytelling also lent itself to dissemination by pod-
cast - an avenue I explored until it became clear that each story had 
a running time of around four minutes - far too short. However, as this 
project progresses beyond the bounds of the degree, I intend to draw 
the vocal recordings of the stories together, along with future stories, 
and when there is sufficient run time, to create a series of podcasts of 
the stories and, perhaps, of the ideas underpinning them.
 I identified three main areas in which my practice was to be 
located: form (mixture of text - particularly fictive text - and image); 
subject (images of the British seaside) and outcome (zines/chapters, 
photographic stories, online multimedia projects).
 In terms of form, the work of Wright Morris, particularly God’s 
Country and My People and John Berger and Jean Mohr’s A Fortunate 
Man and A Seventh Man were my starting point. I found that a majori-
ty of contemporary texts that combine fiction and photographic image 
were either poetry (in keeping with Rut Blies Luxemburg’s assertion 
that she is a poet and not a flaneur “that flaneur’s relation to the city is 
very much about a pleasure or diversion. The poet’s wandering is more 
about an encounter” (Higgins 2016: 67) and Alec Soth: “like poetry, 
photography is rarely successful with narrative” (Franklin 2016: 167)) 
or text-heavy with a few illustrative photographs. Of those who seemed 
to give both equal priority, It was in the pages of Sophie Calle’s True 
Stories, Emmanuel Iduma’s A Stranger’s Pose and the work of James 
Marvin and George Miles, both in Occasional Picture Stories that I 
found most instruction, particularly with the feeling that the text was 
based upon the images without a directly illustrative link between the 
two.

Figure 13

                                                     Figure 14

Figure 15
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Figure 16

Figure 17

 The area of subject matter gave me a much wider field. The 
catalogue of the aforementioned Royal Maritime Museum exhibition 
The Great British Seaside featured the work of Tony Ray-Jones, David 
Hurn, Martin Parr and Simon Roberts. It was Simon Roberts’ idea here 
that planted a seed: “I would move away from photographing the indi-
vidual and engage instead with the idea of the collective, of groups of 
people population the landscape” (Ray-Jones et al 2018: 101). My pro-
ject was to try and take this one step further and look at the landscape 
itself and see, in the manner of psychogeographers everywhere, what 
it could tell us about the people in their absence. I found that most of 
the photographic chroniclers of the British seaside concentrated on the 
people, though the work of Julia Horbaschk (her ‘palms’ chronicling the 
passage of time in Worthing) and Hannah Blackmore (whose images of 
empty shops in Ramsgate echo the state of many of the places I visit-
ed) - both to be included in the upcoming Seaside Photographed at the 
Turner Contemporary - were superlative examination of the physical 
environment of the British seaside.
 My choice of outcome was informed initially, as already men-
tioned, by the work of Daniel Meadows. His books Living Like This and 
Nattering in Paradise were (to return momentarily to form) the works 
that initially shaped my view of how I might like to develop my interest 
in documentary photography, but the video picture stories on his web-
site were what gave me the first idea about how I might like to dissemi-
nate my work. I was also greatly influenced by Dana Lixenberg’s mon-
umental Imperial Courts, particularly in the way which Lixenberg has 
taken the work one stage beyond the photobook (which is nevertheless 
exceptional) to use other multimedia forms to convey the full extent of 
her ideas.

https://www.turnercontemporary.org/exhibitions/seaside-photographed
https://www.photobus.co.uk/picture-stories
https://juliahorbaschk.com/Time-for-trees
https://www.creativereview.co.uk/hannah-blackmore/?mm_5cbe1418e14c0=5cbe1418e14c1
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 My final choice of outcome is primarily a website containing the 
stories. I chose to offer these stories in a number of different forms/
text types in an attempt to comment upon the post-structural idea that 
different forms of consumption can alter the meaning for the consumer. 
Thus the website offers audio-visual stories, where the texts are read 
over ambient sounds of the resorts with the associated images shown 
on screen, as well as audio only readings (which will form the basis 
of future podcasts), text only, image only and an online version of the 
zine where the images and texts are presented in a form determined by 
myself. The zine is also available in both print and e-book formats.
 The actual release of the work into the public sphere was ham-
pered by both the changing nature of my own circumstance and of the 
work itself. The initial idea had been to contact news outlets and librar-
ies in the six respective resorts and to simultaneously offer a workshop 
in the college in which I was working, with local press coverage of the 
event. However, by the time the work was complete, I no longer worked 
at the college and was unable to organise the workshop (though it is 
already planned and I hope to offer it at my next place of employment). 
The change in focus from six resorts to six liminalities also meant that 
there were few if any local newspapers that seemed interested - one 
person that I spoke to said that they only really dealt in the really hor-
rible or the really positive, neither of which they felt that the work high-
lighted.. I also canvassed a number of both residents and visitors to 
some of the resorts - the feedback was mixed with many (mostly res-
idents) saying that the images showed the town in a realistic light but 
one that nevertheless was not particularly flattering and others (mostly 
holidaymakers) claiming that I was missing the positive sides of the 
places to which they so enjoyed traveling. This is something I will 

Figure 18

http://www.off-season.co.uk
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definitely take on board, hoping as I am to capture the voices of these 
people in my work, but from dialogues that ensued, it seemed mostly to 
apply to the resorts in the busier months of the year. 
 I feel that this highlights a significant weakness in this project. 
I also contacted Daniel Meadows for advice in positioning this kind of 
photography. As well as saying that he enjoyed the work very much, he 
reinforced the importance of having a clear idea at the planning stage 
of who the work is for and what it is hoped they will get from it. I think 
this is by far the most important thing I have to address going forward 
with this project. My intention is to continue looking at people in holiday 
resorts but, in line with the current change in personal circumstances, 
to move this to an international level. Having already visited Benidorm 
for part of this project that I chose not to use, and being in the process 
of relocation back to Dubai, these will form the next two (or more) 
chapters. 
 To this end, and also aware of what Barthes refers to as “the ter-
ror of uncertain signs” (Barthes 2019: 131), I asked several non-British 
friends for feedback on the current project. One (American) comment-
ed that “it looks like a horrible place. It just looks weird and nasty” citing 
in particular the images of the joke shop and the hot dog advertise-
ment.
 A Brazilian friend commented that it didn’t look like people went 
to the seaside in Britain to go in the sea at all, and ventured that it 
would be liberating to go to the beach to enjoy yourself rather than to 
show off your body. Finally, an Australian friend who is also a photogra-
pher said that whilst she did not know the actual places visited, she 
knew the kind of place and loved the images for the atmosphere they 
create. 

Figure 19

Figure 20

https://www.amazon.co.uk/Off-Season-Daniel-Simon/dp/1789722136/ref=sr_1_1?keywords=1789722136&qid=1556196213&s=books&sr=1-1


12

 This leads me to believe that a continuation of the project into 
the international sphere is indeed viable and that, whilst there may be a 
specific layer of understanding for a British audience when comparing 
such work with their pwn experience of the seaside, it is far from nec-
essary  in order to understand the messages I hope to convey. 
 This also gives rise to some possible next, more international 
steps - I have arranged with non-British photographers (two so far - the 
aforementioned Australian and one Indian) to look at tourism in Dubai, 
particularly in the off-season (which is just approaching - the summer 
months being too hot for holiday making) and one thing I will concen-
trate on here is the differences between connotations for each of us. 
Additionally, I have a chapter based on Benidorm that I did not end up 
using in this project.
 I also feel I could make more of the idea of different meanings 
being constructed by different text types. This was an idea that came 
late in the creation of the project and one that I would like to develop 
further. This also coincides with the IB English syllabus which I will be 
teaching from September, so I intend to incorporate it into my teaching 
and allow the outcomes of that to further inform my practice.

Figure 21
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