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ABSTRACT 

 This thesis focuses on the intrinsic relationship between nostalgia and vernacular 

photography, with specific attention to the networked vernacular photograph. Through an 

examination of early Kodak advertising and current in-phone digital editing and 

smartphone photography-sharing apps, this paper demonstrates the role of constructed 

aesthetic nostalgia in contemporary vernacular photography. This research argues that 

contemporary vernacular photography is a product of contemporary nostalgia, as 

evidenced through photographs born digital and shared publicly via social media sites 

such as Instagram and Snapchat, among others. 
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INTRODUCTION 

What is required for a photograph to be considered vernacular? Should the image 

mark a significant moment in the subject’s life, bear personal weight for the 

photographer, or live in one’s home? Vernacular photography simply refers to everyday 

photographs taken of and for the enjoyment of one’s self, friends, and family. I employ 

the term vernacular photography to describe photographs created neither for professional 

nor artistic use, nor in regard to the amateur photographer who may hold a particular 

interest in photographic processes as a hobby. Photo-historian and esteemed scholar 

Geoffrey Batchen’s 2001 “Vernacular Photographies” describes these “ordinary 

photographs, the ones made or bought … by everyday folk from 1829 until now” as “the 

photographs that preoccupy the home and the heart but rarely the museum or the 

academy.”1 Batchen further notes that vernacular photographs “[tend] to be made in vast 

numbers by anonymous, amateur, working-class, and sometimes even collective 

hands…”2 In the pre-digital era, these photographs lived primarily in photo albums and 

picture frames, and even, as many curators have tried to situate, on gallery walls and in 

museum collections.  

Integration of daily documentation weighs heavily with the everyday image, 

however much of photography theory and institutional attention tend to focus on either 

professional or amateur photography, while historically, the vernacular photographer 

takes a back seat.3 This scholarship of this thesis draws primarily on exhibition history 

																																																								
1 Geoffrey Batchen, “Vernacular Photographies," in Each Wild Idea (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2001),  
57. 
2 Ibid. 
3 This claim is made in regard to common vocabulary within the field, and with respect, of course, to  
Geoffrey Batchen and Nancy Martha West, as evidenced in Batchen’s “Vernacular Photographies” (2001) 
and Forget Mw Not (2004) and West’s Kodak and the Lens of Nostalgia (2000).  
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specific to vernacular and snapshot photography, photography and media theory, and 

contemporary media sources, resulting in a visual culture analysis. The selection of 

exhibitions discussed in this thesis draws largely from those identified by Catherine 

Zuromskis in Snapshot Photography: The Lives of Images. In examining vernacular 

photography, I find it important to pay close attention to the snapshot, as well to the 

contemporary constructed photograph. In this regard, I use the term constructed 

photograph to refer to an image that has been carefully edited aesthetically to appear 

aged through in-phone editing apps and cropped to accommodate platform format and 

potential viewing devices or sites.4  These images are generally circulated in a range of 

social media formats, with careful regard to time of week or day, often accommodating 

for when the user believes the image may experience the highest number of views.5  

Edward Steichen’s The Family of Man exhibit (1955) may be seen as the first 

attempt to locate the snapshot within the institution. Originally curated for the Museum of 

Modern Art, Steichen’s treatment of photography situated the medium as a form of 

aesthetic communication that would appeal to a general public otherwise not concerned 

with photography. Pulling from both anonymous and established photographers, 

including Dorothea Lange, Robert Capa, and W. Eugene Smith, this exhibition was 

specifically organized to embrace Steichen’s concept of the “universal language” of 

photography in order to represent a global community.6  

																																																								
4 I depart from the traditional use of the term “constructed” as it is applied to fabricated scenes or set-up 
photographs, such as those works by David Levinthal or Laurie Simmons.  
5 A user may informally monitor image views either by their own attention to the times when followers 
seem to comment, like or share they most, or may formally assess this information with third-party sources 
such as Google Analytics.  
6 Edward Steichen, “On Photography,” Daedalus 42 (1960). 136.  
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Over the course of the exhibit’s travelling history, the 503 photographs in The 

Family of Man were experienced, in person, by 9 million viewers worldwide. The 

curatorial decisions, while not reflective of traditional vernacular viewing practices (such 

as the photo album, picture frame, etc.), certainly ruptured traditional museum exhibition 

and viewing practice. Rather than enhancing what Svetlana Alpers refers to as “The 

Museum Effect”, a process of ritualizing or elevating a singular, approachable object by 

placing it in a heavily monitored and curated white-wall space, Steichen coated the 

gallery walls in images.7 The photographs of The Family of Man varied in origin, quality, 

and content, and while consciously arranged by theme in order to glean a specific, 

emotional response, still required the viewer to mentally sift through the imagery. As 

argued by Zuromskis, “Steichen understood the medium of photography as both 

universally legible,” arguing that, “its essential functionality lies in its ability to 

communicate an idea, a message.”8 Though likely that only the photographer or subject 

knows the specific details of the image, the overall aesthetic of the snapshot can be 

understood or personalized by any viewer.  

Through the sixty years following The Family of Man, photography as a whole 

has gradually become more comfortable in the institution, and attention to the snapshot 

and vernacular photography continues to grow. In 1998, the San Francisco Museum of 

Modern Art also exhibited what Batchen describes as the “blind spots” in the history of 

photography with Snapshots: The Photography of Everyday Life, 1888-Present.9 Curator 

																																																								
7 Svetlana Alpers. "The Museum as a Way of Seeing,” in Exhibiting Cultures: The Poetics  
and Politics of Museum Display,  ed. Ivan Karp and Steven D. Levine (Washington: Smithsonian 
Institution Press, 1991), 25-32 
8 Catherine Zuromskis. Snapshot Photography: The Lives of Images (Cambridge, Massachusetts: MIT  
Press, 2013), 124-125. 
9 Batchen, “Vernacular Photographies," 57-81. 

 



 11 

	
	

Douglas Nickel’s vision for this exhibit consciously makes the private snapshot public. 

Composed of roughly 260 small format photographs, Nickel provided an alternative to 

The Family of Man. Although it does not explicitly employ the term vernacular, 

Snapshots explores “amateur, domestic photography.”10 Zuromskis argues that this 

exhibition was the harbinger of a new kind of viewing experience – an experience that 

allowed viewers to collectively and publicly observe what were once personal 

photographs.11 Standing in stark contrast to vernacular viewing practices of today, in 

which the born digital snapshot is specifically curated by the individual for extensive 

public view, Snapshots occupies the liminal public/private space so frequently occupied 

by photography. Because there was no public viewing platform on which individuals 

could share personal photographs, vernacular photographs produced in the pre-digital age 

occupied a private space in the owner’s home. The advent of the media, and more 

specifically, social media, allowed one’s photographs to be quickly shared for a broad, 

public audience.  

The George Eastman House, International Museum of Photography and Film 

further blurred this photographic boundary with the one-year September 11, 2001 

anniversary exhibit Picturing What Matters: An Offering of Photographs (September 7, 

2002- January 30, 2003). The exhibit displayed photographs from both GEH’s private 

collection and crowd-sourced public imagery, displaying both professional and 

vernacular works intended to speak to an historical, nationalistic sentiment.12 

Unsurprisingly, Joe Rosenthal’s iconic Raising of the Flag at Iwo Jima served to connect 

																																																								
10 “Snapshots: The Photography of Everyday Life,” SFMOMA, accessed July 10, 2016, 
http://www.sfmoma.org/exhib_events/exhibitions/542 
11 Zuromskis. Snapshot Photography: The Lives of Images,115. 
12 In crowd-sourced public imagery, the public is invited and encouraged to submit their own photographs 
for potential use.  
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the historically grounded collection photographs with an overtly sentimental viewership. 

The George Eastman House is no doubt a popular destination for photography 

enthusiasts, and visitors of Picturing What Matters could now view their own submitted 

images in a gallery setting. With an eye for cohesive, emotional public response to the 

September 11, 2001 anniversary, GEH requested submissions to make personal 

photographs public for self-conscious collective viewing. With respect to Steichen and 

Nickel, The George Eastman House was the first to truly transform the public/private 

boundary of photography in the museum. Picturing What Matters: An Offering of 

Photographs implies by title that the content within an individual’s personal photograph, 

and thereby the vernacular photograph is, indeed, what matters.  

 Vernacular photography continued to permeate the museum space through 

exhibits such as The Metropolitan Museum of Art’s Other Pictures: Vernacular 

Photographs from the Thomas Walther Collection (2000), The J. Paul Getty Museum’s  

Close to Home: An American Album (2004) and The International Center of 

Photography’s African American Vernacular Photography (2005). The Chicago Art 

Institute’s In the Vernacular (2010) appealed to both the vernacular and professional 

photograph in highlighting artists who embrace the so-called “vernacular aesthetic,” such 

as Lee Friedlander and Andy Warhol. In the Vernacular examines photographs as 

“significant bearers of complex meaning, rather than mere descriptions or reflections of 

the world.”13 The artist’s presentation of works aesthetically similar to those seen in daily 

life presents a complex relationship between past, present, and memory, essentially 

emphasizing the emotional hold of the intentionally nostalgic image. Exhibitions of this 

																																																								
13 “In the Vernacular,” Art Institute Chicago, accessed July 10, 2016, 
http://www.artic.edu/exhibition/vernacular 
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type highlight the vernacular snapshot’s intrinsic narrative qualities - at once forcing the 

viewer to consider their own relationships with memory, loss, and preservation, while yet 

severing the image from its aura and viewing ritual.14  

These exhibitions emphasize the printed object, however contemporary 

vernacular photography functions predominantly in the digital realm. With the transition 

into the digital age, the vernacular is now abundantly present and public via photographic 

social media apps and online albums. Rather than occupying one’s home, these 

photographs now occupy one’s network. Photographic apps extend beyond simple 

millennial entertainment, and the field is in no way a tertiary part of image culture. With 

over 1.74 billion users between Facebook, Instagram, Snapchat, and Flickr, more than 

840 million photographs are uploaded each day.15 These informal images represent a 

major component of the current state of photography.  

Modern photography is commonly theorized for its relationship to the index and 

the archive and as proof of a tangible fact or recorded moment.16 See, for example, 

Rosalind Krauss’s seminal Notes on the Index (1977), which establishes the photograph 

																																																								
14 These exhibits also function as an institutional segue into the rise of public attention to and scholarly 
interest with monument/memorial sites. The photograph’s innate ability to memorialize a moment, when 
translated into an entire exhibit, becomes a kind of impermanent monument to excessive documentation of 
past present. 
15 This statistic indicates newly generated content alone and does not speak to the amount of images shared  
following the upload. Facebook reports 1.59 billion users and 300 million photographs per day, 
Instagram 400 million users and 80 million photographs per day, Snapchat 100 million users and  
400 million photographs per day, and Flickr 92 million users and 100 million photographs per day.  

http://www.businessinsider.com/facebook-350-million-photos-each-day-2013-9 
https://www.instagram.com/press/?hl=en 
https://www.snapchat.com/ads 
http://techcrunch.com/2014/02/10/flickr-at-10-1m-photos-shared-per-day-170-increase-since- 
making-1tb-free/ 

16André Bazin, “The Ontology of the Photographic Image,” in Classic Essays on Photography, ed. Alan  
Trachtenberg (New Haven: Leete’s Island Books, 1980, originally published 1960), 241.  
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as it functions to substitute the actual, physical presence of an object or moment.17 This 

relation to objectivity is supported by Roland Barthes’ 1977 “Rhetoric of the Image,” 

which claims, “Photography set up, in effect, not a perception of the being-there of an 

object, but a perception of its having-been-there. It is a question, therefore, of a new 

category of space-time: spatial immediacy and temporal anteriority.”18 The photograph 

may then be read as a memory – an image does not immediately transport the subject of a 

photograph to the time and place of viewing, but offers the impression that the viewer has 

already been there. Digital photographic reproduction and social media at once 

emphasize and challenge the notion of “having been there.” To be sure, contemporary 

vernacular photography necessitates a renewed perception of photographic time; 

however, Barthes’ having-been-there is negated by the immediacy of the contemporary 

image. Camera-phone images compress the notion of past and present in regard to both 

momentary indexicality and aesthetic function.  Consider, for example, a photograph 

taken and shared through Instagram. The image is made a public index almost 

instantaneously, allowing the viewer to experience a moment already passed, even if 

slightly, in what may seem to be real time. If the poster edits the photograph for an aged 

aesthetic, the viewer is then presented not only with the feeling of viewing the 

photograph in real time, in with the feeling of viewing an aged photograph in real time.  

The popular hashtag #ThrowbackThursday acknowledges the presence of the past 

in the current moment.19 Though the image represented is by nature a past moment, the 

																																																								
17 Rosalind Krauss, "Notes on the Index: Seventies Art in America," October 3, Spring (1977) : 68. 
18 Roland Barthes, "Rhetoric of the Image," in Image, Music, Text (New York: Hill and Wang,  
1977), 47. 
19 #ThrowbackThursday is a popular social media tag, in which users across photographic social media 
platforms post a “throwback” photograph, often a digital scan of a print photograph, as a means of sharing 
a photograph from their past, or even of family members in their youth.  
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tag situates the image in a present moment. The current post of a dated image enables a 

new accessibility of comments, shares, and likes, and the history of the photograph itself 

is reified by contemporary treatment of the image. I argue that the use of editing apps and 

filters further accelerates the impression of the past being made present, as aesthetically 

altered photographs made to look vintage provide the impression of a “throwback.”     

In order to examine the contemporary constructed nostalgic photograph, an 

examination of the term nostalgia must first be established. Aaron Santesso’s A Careful 

Longing: The Poetics and Problems of Nostalgia (2006) utilizes modern poetry in order 

to provide a clear definition of nostalgia. Referencing Goethe’s description of nostalgia 

as “reviv[ing] an innocent past with sweet melancholy,” Santesso simplifies and clarifies 

the term as “a longing for a superior past state.” Santesso further notes the range of the 

term as it may apply to age, nationality, or even one’s own life choices.20 Susan Stewart’s 

On Longing (1984) situates nostalgia as a social affliction expounded by separation from 

a person or location through discussing tourism and the act of collecting souvenirs as 

negotiations of time and space.21 The following chapters will examine the ways in which 

contemporary usage of the term nostalgia has grown to adopt a relationship with the 

general past or appearance of past, while at its core remaining linked to an internal 

longing for an external experience, to Barthes’s having-been-there. 

Nostalgia: Looking Forward provides an historical introduction to nostalgia as a 

medical affliction and memory flux throughout the long 19th century, as well as a 

																																																								
20 Aaron Santesso, A Careful Longing: The Poetics and Problems of Nostalgia (Newark: University of 
Delaware Press, 2006), 13-15.  
21 Susan Stewart, On Longing: Narratives of the Miniature, the Gigantic, the Souvenir, the Collection. 
Durham (North Carolina: Duke University Press Books, 1993), 134. The concept of nostalgia for a place 
will be discussed in Chapter One under the terminology “geo-nostalgia”.  
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framework for contemporary examination of the development of vernacular photography 

within 19th and 20th century American culture. With particular emphasis on advertising 

practices of Kodak and George Eastman’s push for the integration of photography into 

daily life, I examine vernacular photography as an historically social practice.  

With historical establishment of both nostalgia and vernacular photography, it is 

important to provide a context for specific theorization of social media and digital 

technologies. Marshall McLuhan’s pivotal Understanding Media: The Extensions of Man 

(1964) establishes the notion of medium as message and carves a niche for new media 

and technology within information culture.22 However, changing media and shifting 

technology functionalities result in a field that, like a photograph, is dated the moment it 

is printed. For this reason, social media technology and sharing and editing practices 

must necessarily be examined in conjunction with vast digital magazine, journal, and 

blog posts of various academic grounding. Sociologist and media theorist Nathan 

Jurgenson’s three-part essay The Faux-Vintage Photo (2011) addresses the influx of a 

simulated nostalgic aesthetic, or faux-vintage, within iphonography and notes the three 

main factors allowing this movement, which are: the constant proximity of the 

smartphone to the user, the technological capabilities of the smartphone, and internet 

connectivity.23 The culmination of these factors is epitomized in the reality that as a 

society, many people are continuously connected physically with their photographic 

devices. Literal hands-on experience with the technological device, then, is essential for 

understanding the contemporary vernacular photograph.  

																																																								
22 Marshall McLuhan, “Understanding Media: The Extensions of Man,” (New York: McGraw-Hill, 1964). 
23 Nathan Jurgenson, “The Faux Vintage PhotoPart I: Hipstamatic and Instagram,” The Society Pages, last 
modified May 10, 2011, http://thesocietypages.org/cyborgology/2011/05/10/the-faux-vintage-photo-part-i-
hipstamatic-and- 
instagram/ 
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Aesthetic Nostalgia addresses the act of making the private public and grappling 

with the non-art, non-science based image, as well as institutional approaches to situating 

vernacular photography within the archive and museum space.  As established in the 

introduction, and in tune with the ability of vernacular photography to elicit an emotional 

response on the part of the viewer, exhibits such as the San Francisco Museum of Modern 

Art’s Snapshots: The Photography of Everyday Life, 1888-Present and The Metropolitan 

Museum of Art’s Other Pictures: Vernacular Photographs from the Thomas Walther 

Collection focus on gallery observation, while largely eliminating any reference to the 

photograph’s viewing origin. The snapshot aesthetic and film processes present in these 

exhibitions allow the viewer to connect in a moment of aesthetic nostalgia with the 

vernacular image.  

This chapter further approaches the technical aesthetics of contemporary 

vernacular photography, both throughout the image making process and as evident in the 

final image. In contrast with the printed photograph, which remains the focus of Chapter 

One, this section delves into the digital image. While the photographs in Nostalgia: 

Looking Forward  serve to preserve a memory, the photographs discussed in Aesthetic 

Nostalgia are shared via social media and may be seen as aesthetically fusing the past 

with the present. Focusing on photographic apps Instagram and Snapchat and examining 

image-editing apps, such as Hipstmatic, VSCO Cam, and Afterlight, reveals how the 

nostalgic image is constructed. With further attention to the snapshot and the in-the-

moment nature associated with vernacular photography, I propose the index as an 

indicator of mood or sentiment over moment.  
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The final chapter, Beyond Aesthetics, stresses the elusive relationship between 

photography and tactility. Rooted in vernacular viewing practices associated with the 

daguerreotype, in which the metal case must be unclasped and opened, touch is a means 

of physically gaining access to the image.  As the evolution of photography continuously 

reinvents instantaneity, so does the handling process of the photographic object. From 

pulling the printed photograph from Polaroid’s 1948 Land Camera, the first instant 

camera of its type, to swiping in Instagram to apply Mayfair or Valencia filters, 

vernacular photography is seldom idly experienced. Through a more embodied 

experience – both visual and physical bond – one forms an emotional relationship with 

the image. The act of making photographs has long been a tactile experience, however 

few vernacular photographers have the opportunity, knowledge, or perhaps drive to 

develop and edit photographs in a darkroom or through Photoshop. Instant photography 

and, more particularly, today’s technological devices, function as extensions of the body, 

thereby integrating the production and viewing of a photograph with one’s presence in a 

space. This chapter concludes with an argument that shared digital device viewing and in-

app image editing are means of preserving the aura and creating a joint aesthetic-tactile 

relationship between photographer and viewer.  

Through examining the introduction of nostalgia into the visual realm, the 

appearance of nostalgia in photography, and the transition of nostalgia into a tactile 

experience, rather than purely aesthetic, these chapters will establish the larger field of 

contemporary vernacular photography as a product of anticipated and accelerated 

nostalgia.  

 
  



Nostalgia: Looking Forward 

Nothing more than paper and yet everything more than paper, photographs 
are instant antiques, objects that condense to nothingness the increasingly 
small amount of time required to make something old into something 
cherished. 

-Nancy Martha West, Kodak and the Lens of Nostalgia1 
 

The concept of nostalgia was born not of art and poetry, but of medicine. As a 

diagnosable condition, the earliest symptoms included “the sensation of hearing the voice 

of a person that one loves… or to see one’s family again in a dream.”2 Nostalgia was first 

labeled as a diagnosis in 1688, when physician Johannes Hofer combined the Greek 

Nostis, meaning “return home” with Algia, meaning “painful condition.”3 From its 

inception, nostalgia was not purely associated with an internal impression, but with a 

sensorial experience.  

Historically, nostalgia frequently appears in the journals of explorers and soldiers 

and medical guides.4 Common among soldiers with no permanent dwelling, the most 

effective treatment involved sending the afflicted home. Familiarity of location and 

proximity to family and loved ones cured nostalgic individuals of their internal longing or 

																																																								
1 Nancy Martha West, Kodak and the Lens of Nostalgia (Charlottesville: University Press  
of Virginia, 2000), 16.  
2 Svetlana Boym, The Future of Nostalgia (New York: Basic Books, 2001), 3. 
3 Hofer, “Medical Dissertation on Nostalgia,” translated Carolyn K. Anspach, in Bulletin of the History of  
Medicine 2 (1934), 385.  
4 See the following texts: Lemuel A. Abbott, Personal Recollections and Civil War Diary, 1864, 
(Burlington, VT: Free Press), 1908; Thomas Arnold, Observations on the Nature, Kinds, Causes, and 
Prevention of Insanity, Lunacy, or Madness, 2 vols. 2nd ed, (London: R. Phillips), 1806; Robert Bartholow, 
A Manual of Instructions for Enlisting and Discharging Soldiers With Special Reference to the Medical 
Examination of Recruits, and the Detection of Disqualifying and Feigned Diseases, 1863 (San Francisco: 
Norman Publishing), 1991; James Cook, The Journals of Captain James Cook on His Voyages of 
Discovery, ed. J. C. Beaglehole. 3 vols, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press), 1955. The expeditions 
cited in these accounts occurred between 1768 and 1779; Pearce Bailey, Frankwood E. Williams, Paul O. 
Komora, Thomas W. Salmon, and Norman Fenton, The Medical Department of the United States Army in 
the World War, vol. 10, Neuropsychiatry in the United States (Washington DC: U.S. Government Printing 
Office), 1929.  
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emptiness. According to Richard Terdiman, nostalgia is a child of the long 19th century in 

Europe. The rise and fall of the Napoleonic Empire, the French Revolution, and even the 

Industrial Revolution bred a growing “memory crisis,” in which accumulated social 

memory struggled to reconcile the past with the present.5 Moreover, nostalgia serves a 

dual function between collective social memory and the individual experience. Literary 

historian Aaron Santesso’s A Careful Longing: The Poetics and Problems of Nostalgia 

describes nostalgia as “An intimately personal longing for the past – a stylized form of 

homesickness.”6 The claim that nostalgia is in some manner stylized indicates that there 

is an ideal place, or aesthetic of a place, to which one might return.   

Also prevalent during the 19th century was the sentiment that “the past had 

somehow evaded memory;” 7 however; George Eastman’s Kodak began to combat this 

notion through the vernacular photograph from its invention into the 20th century. As 

Nancy Martha West has shown, vernacular photography of the late 19th and early 20th 

centuries was promulgated via immense advertising campaigns. Though ease and 

convenience were certainly central Kodak selling points, more than anything, the 

company marketed nostalgia. These advertisements, which will be discussed in this 

chapter, enhanced the stylized perception of home, family, and happiness. This approach 

to memory awareness and preservation brought nostalgia out of the masculine medical 

realm of soldiers and adventurers and into the minutia of home, holidays, and the 

everyday. 8  Purchasing a camera was not just investing in new technology, but in 

																																																								
5 Richard Terdiman. Present Past: Modernity and the Memory Crisis (Ithaca, New York: Cornell  
University Press, 1993), 28-29.  
6 Santesso, A Careful Longing: The Poetics and Problems of Nostalgia,13.   
7 Terdiman. Present Past: Modernity and the Memory Crisis, 4.   
8 Unlike the soldiers, who primarily suffered ailments resulting from geo-nostalgia, members of the general 
public are nostalgic for a time period, a memory of the past. Here, I employ the term “geo-nostalgia” in 
reference to the longing for a specific place, a geographic location, rather than sentiment or moment.  
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memories.9  For example, one 1905 advertisement printed in Harper’s Magazine offers 

Kodak photographs as a means to “help to keep green Christmas memories.”10 The 

semiotics of this slogan indicate the photograph’s ability to keep a memory alive in one’s 

mind, even as the moment passes or the subject physically withers (fig. 1). As discussed 

by West, Kodak anticipates that the viewer will eventually become nostalgic.11 

Advertisements throughout the 1930s and 1940s continue to caution: “Remember, the 

snapshots you’ll want to remember tomorrow, you must take today!” thus embodying the 

sentiment behind anticipated nostalgia (fig. 2). I employ the term anticipated nostalgia as 

the idea that one may not yet be nostalgic, but will become nostalgic in the future, and 

therefore must prepare for that day by collecting memorabilia, photographs, etc. The 

language and imagery of these advertisements emphasize the aim of the company: to sell 

a feeling, rather than a device or print. Interestingly, while both camera and photograph 

are featured in Kodak advertisements, the printed advertisements themselves are not 

necessarily photographic images, but may be reproductions of hand-drawn images. This 

advertising method suggests the significance of image content over medium. One does 

not need to see the potential quality of the print itself, but rather, to experience the feeling 

of reliving a memory.  

Let us examine, for example, the previously noted 1905 advertisement Kodaks on 

the Tree. In this scene, we see a family – mother, father, children, and grandfather – 

gathered around a Christmas tree. The children open lavishly wrapped presents while 

father photographs and mother claps her hands in delight. The advertisement does not 

																																																								
9 The 1839 public release of photography marked the beginning of a new kind of preservation. Within the 
art world, photography posed the greatest threat to portraitists, and the vast majority of vernacular 
daguerreotypes and tintypes reflect the human subject. 
10 Alonzo Kimball for Harper’s Magazine, Kodaks on the Tree, December 1905. 
11 West,Kodak and the Lens of Nostalgia.  
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provide the viewer with the photograph produced in that moment, but allows the viewer 

to be a voyeur, witnessing the overseen – including the parents with the camera ready. An 

unknown family’s specific snapshot may be far less appealing than the overall experience 

of witnessing the entire happy family. The viewer sees the camera, here, rather than the 

scope of the lens. Batchen describes snapshots as “dull pictures that we can’t live 

without,” which is perhaps why Kodak here chooses against showing the photograph one 

could capture, and opts instead to depict the larger memory in need of preservation.12 

Surely that memory, the memory of the entire family that can be accessed through a more 

specific photograph, is worth the investment. Rather than presenting the viewer with a 

snapshot of the children in this moment, Kodak provides the viewer with access to an 

entire potential memory, thus becoming implicit in the scene. 

The camera is but a vehicle for the memory, sold and promoted to preserve a 

moment by creating a photograph - an object of the individual.  The language of such 

advertisements clarifies that though one may not immediately feel reminiscent of the 

past, vernacular photographers were certainly inclined to become nostalgic. 

Advertisements functioned as commands with phrases such as “Take a Kodak with you,” 

“Kodak as you go,” and “Keep Christmas with Kodak” (fig. 3). The employment of 

imperative vocabulary is at once authoritative and familiar, personalizing the experience 

and implying necessity in documenting these moments. By suggesting the Kodaker keep 

Christmas, Eastman simultaneously implies that without active, conscious preservation, 

the moment will wither. In acknowledging the potentially withered moment, one also 

becomes aware of the inevitability that something – a person, a feeling, a place, even 

																																																								
12 Geoffrey Batchen, "SNAPSHOTS: Art History and the Ethnographic Turn," Photographies 1, no. 2 
(September 2008): 121-42, 132-133. 
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one’s own youth – will eventually become a lack. It is in this perceived lack that 

anticipated nostalgia becomes known.  

Objects, including the photographic object, may become imbued with memory. 

Though the paper print is an ephemeral product itself, subject to physical deterioration, 

the photograph translates an intangible experience into a concrete image. André Bazin’s 

“The Ontology of the Photographic Image” (1960) augments the concept that a 

photograph may be merely imbued with memory by arguing the photograph actually 

becomes the memory. This is evident in his claim,   

The photographic image is the object itself, the object freed from the conditions of 
time and space that govern it. No matter how fuzzy, distorted, or discolored, no 
matter how lacking in documentary value the image may be, it shares, by virtue of 
the very process of its becoming, the being of the model of which it is the 
reproduction; it is the model.13  

 
Rather than regarding the photograph as the object, one may consider the 

photograph as an indicator of a moment allowed to transcend the specificity of time. With 

Bazin’s claim as a referent, one can note the reifying process of photography in becoming 

a model for the thing itself, be it person, place, event, etc. Roland Barthes theorizes that 

photographs may even in time come to serve as a stand-in for memory in Camera Lucida 

(1980). He claims, “[the photograph] actually blocks memory, quickly becomes a counter 

memory.”14 More particularly, and like photographs, those objects associated with 

memory, such as keepsakes or souvenirs, are not significant because of the thing itself, 

but because of the moment or memory it represents or becomes. These objects are made 

																																																								
13 André Bazin and Gray Hugh, "The Ontology of the Photographic Image," Film Quarterly 13, no. 4 
(1960): 4-9. 
14 Roland Barthes, Camera Lucida: Reflections on Photography, trans. Richard Howard (New York: Hill 
and Wang, 1980), 91.  
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precious to the holder by association. Though the details of the image may, as Bazin 

notes, discolor, the photograph preserves the memory by actually becoming the memory. 

As Susan Stewart suggests in On Longing, in keeping a souvenir, including the 

photographic souvenir, one is able to subvert geographic and temporal boundaries to 

maintain a small piece of a vacation or visit. Further, “the souvenir both offers a 

measurement for the normal and authenticates the experience of the viewer.”15 At any 

moment, one may return to the photograph, and thereby gain renewed momentary access 

to the geographic past, as well as a kind of authentic proof that the documented moment 

once was and continues to be real, even if just in paper form. The notion of photograph as 

souvenir or keepsake abounds in postcard sharing and in family albums or slide shows; 

however, an alternate plane exists in which the photograph effectively traverses 

geography, and synthesizes the presence of the sitter.  

With social and theoretical attention tuned in to memory, Kodak created an 

opportunity to serve public interests by promising to preserve memory. Because 

Kodaking was pitched not as a hobby, but an accompaniment to any hobby, the hope was 

that users would never tire of the act of image making.16 Kodak specifically encouraged 

users to practice this image making at the 1893 World’s Fair Columbian Exposition in 

Chicago, Illinois. Though the company experienced a rocky partnership with fair 

organizers, the Columbian Exposition event marked the first truly photographically 

accessible international event. The Fair occurred at the crux of accessibility for the 

amateur photographer. Cameras and film were more affordable and easier to use than 

																																																								
15 Susan Stewart, On Longing: Narratives of the Miniature, the Gigantic, the Souvenir, the Collection, 
(Durham, N.C.: Duke University Press Books, 1993), 134. 
16 West, Kodak and the Lens of Nostalgia, 36-73. 
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ever before, and the practice of photography as an individual accomplishment was 

peaking.17  

In discussing photography and the Fair, Harris states, “But not only could 

photography shape anticipations, it could also configure memories, fixing a particular 

visual reality in the minds of those who attended, as well as those who would only 

glimpse it through newspaper and journal accounts or through photography souvenir 

books.”18 George Eastman’s public integration of photography as a supplementary 

feature to daily life allowed spectators to feel in command of their own surroundings, and 

arguably, their own memories.19 The Columbian Exposition promoted the accessibility of 

individual image making to the amateur or vernacular photographer, and the convenient 

Columbian Spool allowed visitors to snap numerous shots without the worry of film-

processing know-how. Armed with the 250-exposure “Columbian Spool,” which was 

created by Kodak specifically for fairgoers, users were not only documenting a one-time 

World’s Fair spectacle, but preserving an experience and creating their own souvenirs 

and truly personalized keepsakes (fig. 4a - 4b).20  

During World War II, Kodak continued to permeate the notion of keepsake, 

suggesting that through a photograph a woman could “Visit your man in the service with 

SNAPSHOTS” (fig. 5).	Maintaining the same subtly authoritative tone as previously 

discussed Kodak advertisements, the photograph is billed here as not only being able to 

represent of a memory, but humanize a loved one through imagery. While the 

																																																								
17 Neil Harris, Grand illusions: Chicago's World's Fair of 1893 (Chicago: Chicago Historical Society, 
1993), 101.  
18 Ibid., 102. 
19 Eric Gordon, The Urban Spectator: American Concept Cities from Kodak to Google (Hanover, NH:  
Dartmouth College Press. 2010), 38. 
20 West, Kodak and the Lens of Nostalgia, 64.  
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advertisement does not explicitly emphasize one’s ability to touch the photograph, the 

soldier is shown smiling and holding the printed image, thereby implying that touch is an 

integral part of the viewing process. The only link to home, perhaps, the printed 

photograph fills an emotional void and subdues a longing through vision and the physical 

sensation in holding the object. Souvenir and keepsake photography serves as an aid to 

memory and as a failsafe, a preventative measure, against the most basic form of 

nostalgic affliction – homesickness, or a pining for familiarity. The memory presented by 

a photograph can be such a strong index to the subject that the viewer is able to 

immediately access a previous moment.  

With the previously assessed notions of personal memory in mind, we may now 

note that memory functions as a pivot between past and present, as the very existence of 

memory distinguishes between a past even and a present moment. A photographically 

documented event is immediately organized in one’s mind according to existing 

photographs. The preserved moments transition into the seemingly most significant 

events. Though the past can never be returned to or made present, it can be presently 

accessed through photographs. If the function of the photograph is to preserve, then the 

past may be continually accessed through viewing. Through the hermeneutic cycle, the 

memory/loss binary may be broken: all knowledge is memory. Distinguishing 

information from experience within the knowledge:memory construct is made more 

accessible through the act of image making.21  Within memory, one may distinguish the 

important occurrences – the instances which will translate into knowledge – through the 

																																																								
21 I would like to here return to André Bazin’s claim that, “no matter how lacking in documentary value the 
image may be, it shares, by virtue of the very process of its becoming, the being of the model of which it is 
the reproduction; it is the model.” Through the act of image making, or Bazin’s “process of becoming,” the 
photographer may determine which precise moments will hold the most eventual weight or importance by 
choosing which events or moments to capture.    
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photograph. The viewer or owner of the photograph is situated to privilege photographed 

memory over cerebral memory because the object is less likely to become muddled or 

confused over time. The loss of the object will create a notable rupture in memory, in 

which the memory of the photograph exists in tandem with the memory of the moment 

documented.  

Because nostalgia is bound to the sensation of longing or missing, it is also 

necessarily connected to memory. Similarly, vernacular photography tends to emphasize 

the snapshot – a personal, familiar image. This familiarity is also reliant on memory as an 

identifier of subject, location, or mood. As will be discussed in the coming chapter, 

contemporary vernacular photography is not only linked to memory in content, but to the 

impression of the past through image editing and aesthetic nostalgia.  

 

  



Aesthetic Nostalgia 

Involving an illogically warm feeling toward the past, a kind of 
pleasurable sadness, nostalgia was regarded as a neurosis in previous 
centuries and thought to be manifest by a swelling of the brain. Now, of 
course, the stimulation of nostalgia is a major industry – the past has 
become a profitable commodity. But that doesn’t make nostalgia any less 
real. 

- Geoffrey Batchen, Forget Me Not1 
 

Social media privileges the immediacy of the digital photographic image. Unlike 

an analogue photo album, which may be ritually returned to again and again – even if 

only for new visitors and special occasions - for sustained viewing, images posted 

through Facebook and Instagram will receive the bulk of their attention within the first 24 

hours posted. After 72 hours, most images shared via social media are obsolete. This is 

not to say the photographs disappear, but must be sought out and will no longer be 

available on one’s newsfeed, save perhaps if intentionally resurfacing as a result of 

trolling or timeline disruption apps such as Timehop.2 While Nathan Jurgenson argues 

that social media connectivity leads to a perception of “[The] present as always a future 

past,” the instantaneous nature of contemporary image sharing may actually result not in 

the present as a future past, but as a current past, leaving the future to exist in the realm 

of future past.  Jurgenson further discusses faux-vintage or autonostalgia as a social fad, 

and four years after this essay, the aesthetic remains. In the realm of internet popularity, 

trends are born and die overnight. The staying power of the curated nostalgic image 

indicates a larger social interest in grounding photography to more than just popular style. 

																																																								
1 Batchen, Geoffrey, Forget Me Not: Photography & Remembrance (Amsterdam: Van Gogh Museum, 
2004), 14. 
2 The app Timehop, launched in 2011, draws from Facebook, Twitter, Foursquare, Instagram, and Flickr 
posts to provide the user with their own photographs from posts made one or more years ago to the day. 
The app’s website promotes photography mining with phrases such as “Old is awesome” and “Your best 
memories, fresh daily.” Accessible at:  https://timehop.com/ 
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3 Contemporary vernacular photography may not only be the preservation of a memory, 

as promoted by early Kodak advertisements, but a unifying practice through visual 

assimilation of the past into the present, and the present into the past. 	

The instantaneous editing, posting, and viewing software of social media 

platforms allows for a melding of a dual aesthetic/sensorial nostalgia by providing both 

the appearance of a vintage photograph and requiring the viewer to hold the photograph 

through their mobile device. Image editing features break the bounds of aesthetic 

historical specificity by emphasizing film-like qualities in the digital sphere and 

enhancing the spontaneous aesthetic of the snapshot, allowing nostalgic yearning for a 

moment in which the viewer may not have been present. Contemporary vernacular 

photography shifts the index away from grounding an actual object and instead manifests 

an unquantifiable mood or emotion. Aesthetically filtered or edited social media 

photography may then be regarded not as an index of a specific moment in time, but of a 

specific feeling or mood, thus blurring the line between index and nostalgia.4 The index 

refers not only to the content of the image, but to the process of creating, sharing, and 

viewing the image.  

A distinction should be made here between in and out of phone editing functions.  

Considering the kind of editing being performed is important to digital photograph 

analysis. Computer editing software, such as Photoshop, allows for more particular, 

nuanced editing. The editor may touch up a figure’s complexion or hair in Photoshop, 

choosing to focus on a specific area of the photograph. Photoshop manipulation is by 

																																																								
3 Nathan Jurgenson, “The Faux Vintage PhotoPart I: Hipstamatic and Instagram,” The Society Pages. 
4 While the majority of alternative process printing would surely enact the same aesthetic effect, most 
vernacular photographers will unlikely have access to a darkroom and the knowledge to perform these 
processes.  
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nature performed on one’s computer, rather than mobile device, removing a level of both 

immediacy and tactility from the editing process and increasing image translation. 

Smartphone editing, however, affects the entire photograph, providing a unified aesthetic, 

rather than specific edit.  

Images born digital and edited via smartphone occupy a specific photographic 

category deemed iPhonography, a term more broadly adaptable as Smartphonography. 

The effect of this Smartphonography is not necessarily to create an image for lasting 

viewing, but to create an image appearing as if already aged.5 The nostalgic image 

invokes nostalgia through aesthetics, but is void of any quantifiable history. Instagram 

holds a widespread reputation for its initially square aesthetic and over-exposed 

Lomographic effects, evoking the now-vintage Polaroid instant photograph (fig. 6).6  Like 

the analogue instant format of the 1972 Polaroid SX-70 Land Camera, Instagram 

photographs are automatically cropped to a square and arranged with a thin, white border 

flanking the top of the frame and a digital blank space below the image for labeling and 

commentary (fig. 7).7 Instagram further allows for over saturation, fading, and vignette, 

and boasts twenty-two different preset editing filters. Additional edits may be made to 

enhance highlights and shadows or to colorize, allowing the user to tint the entire 

photograph evenly with a range of colors mimicking cross-process development (fig. 8). 

These filters may be mocked in popular culture to make users “look tan,” however on a 

																																																								
5  Chesher employs the term iPhonography to discuss images created with the iPhone camera, however the 
term may more appropriately be expanded to Smartphonography, as the majority of iPhone apps  
are now available on Android devices.  
6 The original Instagram format required a square photograph, although recent updates to the app allow for 
rectangle photographs, as well.  
7 “History,” Polaroid, accessed July 10, 2016, http://www.polaroid.com/history. Although the SX-70 was 
not the first instant film model, this release marked the first non-peel instant process. The notable square 
format remained in standard production until the company’s discontinuation of film in 2008.  Square 
format instant film is still available through visionary company The Impossible Project, which actively 
works towards film preservation and usage.   
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larger scale, the rise of filters within social media and emergent technologies harken user 

interest in the vintage or aged look that has come to be associated with Kodachrome film 

processes.8 

Along with visual filters, which will be later discussed, the majority of in-camera 

photography and editing apps include an audible shutter sound to simulate the analog 

experience.9 No internal digital device necessitates an opening or closing action, however 

the audible click informs the user that the photograph has indeed been captured.  

Numerous apps are available as all-in-one image capture, editing and posting programs, 

as well as apps exclusively for image capture and editing. Apps central to this analysis 

are Hipstamatic, Instagram, and Snapchat.10 These apps are selected for their specific and 

deliberate relationship to both photography and device, as well as for their editing 

features and social uses. These apps are also under examination for current relevancy to 

the field of contemporary vernacular photography. Depending on the app, filters may be 

labeled by name, and are accessible or interchangeable via swipe. This allows the focus 

to remain entirely around the visual aspects of these programs.11 The app Hipstamatic, 

launched in 2009 prior to Instagram and Snapchat, is perhaps the most reminiscent of 

film development processes. Hipstamatic fully simulates the experience of taking an 

analog photograph by allowing the user to select film by clicking on a digital roll, 

photograph with a flash by requiring the user to select the flash attachment, and through 

making the phone screen appear to be a camera back (fig. 9). Images captured and edited 

																																																								
8 The 2014 Chainsmokers song #SELFIE comments on the use of filters within Instagram as a tool to make 
users “look tan” without utilizing professional photography editing software.  
9 In regard to sound, I have yet to find a photographic app which does not utilize the shutter click when  
capturing the image.  
10Additional apps include ShakeitPhoto, Polarize, and Apict, Afterlight, Whitagram, and numerous others.  
11 Though closely linked to film aesthetics, and in some instances basic processes, it should be noted that 
filters throughout these apps are not necessarily overtly or intentionally linked to the analogue.  
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in Hipstamatic not only appear aged, but handled and scratched (fig. 10). In addition to to 

basic oversaturation, these images can be edited to appear as an actual paper print faded 

by sunlight. Hipstamatic even employs a one second full shutter close after each 

photograph is taken, resulting in a waiting period between image making and image 

viewing. While this one second time frame may seem superfluous in comparison to 

darkroom printing, standard smartphone shutter simulation lasts only a fraction of a 

second. Photographs may be captured, edited, and stored within Hipstamatic, however 

the app does not host its own network. To share a photograph edited through this app, the 

user must upload the image to a separate platform. 

 Instagram, launched in 2010, provides one such platform for users to upload, 

share, and publicly interact with other users’ photographs (fig. 11). Outside of the Direct 

Message feature, comments and tags made within Instagram are visible to any user 

viewing the post, creating a collective viewing experience. The app’s format favors 

square images, however solid color backgrounds may be utilized to make any scale 

cropping function within the platform. Users are free not only to upload photographs 

taken and potentially edited outside of the app, but to take and edit photographs within 

Instagram, as well. Although the editing features in Instagram are not as simulative of a 

film camera as those in Hipstamatic, filters provide similar aesthetics, including the 

appearance of cross-processing and fading.  

Snapchat, launched in 2011, is primarily an all-in-one app for capturing, editing, 

and sharing photographs. The app hosts several photo-sharing features, the primary of 

which is a direct photo message between two users. Limited text is enabled throughout 

this sharing process, however the photograph (or short video) is primary. Unlike 



 33 

	
	

Instagram, which promotes a more public conversation around photo-sharing, Snapchat 

largely privileges privacy. Photographs shared directly between users are only available 

for up to ten seconds, and may only be viewed twice in the app before disappearing. 

Because of this limitation, a user may not immediately open a Snap, but wait until they 

may fully focus their attention. The act of waiting to view an unopened Snap until fully 

attentive could be taken as a brief simulation of the time spent waiting for a role of film 

to be completely exposed, or for the images to be developed. For a user accustomed to 

film photography process times, this self-imposed wait may not seem relative. However, 

in considering the instantaneous nature of the internet and digital technologies, this wait 

may be more emblematic. The limited availability of the image in Snapchat encourages 

the viewer to become nostalgic for the existence of the image itself. The assumed surplus 

of images and ever-changing nature of a fluid, crowd-sourced newsfeed (as found in 

Instagram) may yield a similar experience in losing the image after a particular viewing 

period.  

Trendy how-to guides, such as SnApp Shots: How to Take Great Pictures with 

Smartphones and Apps, as well as numerous websites and photography blogs, assist the 

user in filters, framing, etc. to recall specific film cameras and synthesize an image based 

in the analogue.12 Technical and aesthetic guides for the non-professional are certainly 

																																																								
12 SnApp Shots provides a user-friendly how-to guide for taking photographs in the age of social media and 
smartphones. Though cleanly organized into thematic and well-illustrated chapters, this text is only a 
sample of the numerous editing guides available to the inexperienced and non-professional photographer. 
Such guides introduce the reader to their specific phone camera and prepare the user for basic similarities 
and differences between a smartphone camera and a DSLR and discuss various apps designed to simulate 
film processes. For example, OXCAMERA may be used to layer images, which is meant to create the 
appearance of a double-exposed film photograph, while apps such as Gurillacam and Photo Timer allow for 
interval shooting, times-lapse, and self-timers.  
The following sites reveal a brief introduction to on-line iPhone photography guides:  
 http://iphonephotographyschool.com/ 
 http://www.imore.com/ten-tips-taking-great-iphone-photos 
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not new to photography (as just one example among many others, see Keith Henney’s 

Color Photography for the Amateur)13 These manuals and websites designate the “best” 

process for taking digital photographs on one’s smartphone, detail methods and apps best 

suited for types of editing, and offer examples of film types and ways of film processing, 

such as 35mm, 120, slide and instant film, as well as cross-processing and plastic 

cameras. Also included in more detailed guides is discussion of saving and uploading 

images to various social networks, such as Instagram, Facebook, and Flickr, as well as 

approaching geotagging and using built in GPS systems to locate one’s photographs. 

Moving away from possible functions of the phone as a single unit, one may explore 

options for external accessories, such as attachment lenses and tripods. Attachments such 

as these blur the boundary between the smartphone and non-smartphone digital 

photographic process. While the phone attachment is intended to assist in the production 

of a film-like photograph, the process of assembling hardware and carrying the 

supplementary equipment yields an experiential image-making process. No longer is the 

product the soul focus of image making, but the production. The photographer’s body is 

further engaged in the process, even from behind the screen.  

While these texts function as how-to guides for the inexperienced or amateur 

smartphone photographer, the content and methods provided indicate social interest in 

creating an analogue aesthetic. Rather than emphasizing purely digital qualities of 

iPhonography, the ability of the smartphone to make photographs appear analogue is 

																																																																																																																																																																					
 http://photography.nationalgeographic.com/photography/photo-tips/iphone-photography- 

tips/#/hair-washing-iphone-tips_39740_600x450.jpg 
13 Keith Henney, Color Photography for the Amateur (New York: Whittlesey House, McGraw-Hill Book 
Company, Inc. 1938). 
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accentuated.14 Signature to the analogue experience and characteristic of nearly all color 

editing softwares is a return to the aforementioned film aesthetic. Hipstamatic’s 

exchangeable film feature even includes a roll titled “Kodot XGrizzled Film,” alluding to 

Kodak and providing the user with a “vintage ‘just out of the dryer’ look to your 

prints.”15 This language implies the user is developing his or her own prints in the dark 

room, rather than simply selecting a filter. As with Kodak advertisements, the language 

guides the function of the aesthetic. In describing one’s digital photograph as a print, the 

trace of the digital is erased.  

Publically introduced by Kodak in 1935, Kodachrome quickly became the first 

commercially successful color film (fig. 12).16 Long beloved by amateur and professional 

photographers for its rich hues and heavy color saturation, the Kodachrome aesthetic 

effectively embedded itself into popular culture. It is important to note that this attention 

extended beyond the realm of photographers and into larger areas of culture, such as 

music. Immortalized by the 1973 Paul Simon single Kodachrome, the film is praised for 

“… those nice bright colors … the greens of summers, makes you think all the world’s a 

sunny day.”17 Revealingly, this track is not only a response to the visually bright colors, 

but to the way a photograph makes one think. Not tromp l’oeil in a traditional sense, but a 

trick of one’s emotions, memory, and imagination. This track further signifies that by its 

1973 release, Kodachrome film was already nostalgic for listeners. This reveals a 

potential cultural trend towards a singular, recognizable aesthetic. Contemporary 
																																																								
14 Adam Bronkhorst. SnApp Shots: How to Take Great Pictures with Smartphones and Apps. San  
Francisco, California: Chronicle Books, 2012. 
15 From the Hipstamatic app for iPhone.  
16 “Milestones,” Kodak, accessed July 10, 2016, 
http://www.kodak.com/ek/US/en/Our_Company/History_of_Kodak/Milestones_-_chronology/1930- 
1959.htm 
17 Paul Simon, Kodachrome, 1973. Words and music by Paul Simon. (Columbia Records, May 5, 1973). 
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vernacular photography’s aesthetic mimicry of Kodachrome confuses digital and film 

outcomes and fuses extinct analogue aesthetics with contemporary imagery. Continual 

flow between past and present aesthetic contributes to the constructed nostalgic 

photograph.  

It should here be noted that photographic social media applications are not the 

first to employ color enhancing or reducing filters for the purpose of creating a nostalgic 

image. Turn of the 19th century Pictorialist photographers, including Oscar Gustave 

Rejlander and Henry Peach Robinson, often employed soft-focus and darkroom-editing 

techniques in order generate a more painterly image. Edward Steichen, who fought for 

the establishment of photography as fine art, firmly supported Pictorialism and unlike 

many others of this movement practiced strict photography.18  

In a more contemporary application, Woody Allen, like other filmmakers, has 

utilized black and white film in a number of films, including Manhattan (1979) and 

Celebrity (1998) (fig. 13-14). When criticized for this decision, Allen argued that the use 

of black and white functions twofold. The first motivation towards black and white, he 

argues, is that the aesthetic serves to visually enhance the film. His second, and perhaps 

more pressing argument, is that black and white creates an element of authenticity which 

becomes voided in the “colorized simulacra of the ‘new classic.’”19 The methodical 

avoidance of the colorized simulacra as described by Allen notates a complicated 

dichotomy; the use of black and white film leads the viewer to believe the film is in its 

original, non-colorized state. The concept that somehow the grainy, grey-scale nature of 

																																																								
18 H.H. Arnason, History of Modern Art: Painting, Sculpture, Architecture, Photography,  5th edition 
(University of California: Prentice Hall 2004), 376.  
19 Paul Grainge. Monochrome Memories: Nostalgia and Style in Retro America  (Westport, Conn.: Praeger,  
2002), 1-2. 
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black and white film is more real than color film of its time pervades public perception, 

obfuscating qualities of authenticity for both black and white and color imagery. 

Continual use of this device by figures such as Allen contributes to cultural interest in the 

perceived authentic or nostalgic aesthetic.20 Rosalind Krauss also discusses the 

authenticating nature of film grain and implicates dust as a physical passage of time. Like 

the physical wear of a photographic negative, heavily translated digital files do degrade 

over time. Pixelation, however, holds less power in gaining social credibility than does 

the appearance of physical wear. Pixelation merely indicates poor quality, while color 

fading or image yellowing seems to mark time passage. In order to construct the nostalgic 

image, one must assign evidence of wear to authenticate the image. With digital editing 

software, the actual dust need not be present so long as it appears to be so. According to 

media and culture studies scholar Nanna Verhoeff, “iPhone navigation involves different 

modalities of indexicality.”21 These modalities serve to connect evidence past, presence 

in the current moment, and motion of the subject into the future. The photographic image 

is not bound by a linear timeline, and in this way, functions in the same temporally 

evasive sphere as the feeling of nostalgia.  

 

																																																								
20 Current popular and indie culture continue to embrace the nostalgia aesthetic in film. Musician Sufjan 
Stevens’ 2015 tour includes an LED installation of over-saturated home-reel video. The elongated 
diamond-shaped screens allude to religious stained glass, creating a ritualistic effect even within a secular 
venue (fig. 15). The home movie brings to light a different ritual and allows for a re-enactment of 
memory/history, in which the very motions of our memory are immortalized in film. In further regard to the 
home video, Larry Sultan states, “My family’s home movies were a repository of the most romantic, lavish 
pictures of home. I began to study these home movies, looking for myself, looking for the evidence of my 
life. I realized I could reshape them like a good dream. I could reinsert myself into family life, I could tell 
the story of my family through their documents.” This quote is from the wall text in the 2015 Los Angeles 
County Museum of Art retrospective (fig. 16).  
21 Nanna Verhoeff. “A Logic of Layers: Indexicality of iPhone Navigation in Augmented Reality,” 118-132 
in  
Jean Burgess, Larissa Hjort, Ingrid Richardson (eds.), Studying Mobile Media: Cultural  Technologies, 
Mobile Communications, and the iPhone, London, New York: Routledge 2012, 118. 
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Regarding the Passage of Time 

As Instagram is eponymously connected to the concept of instaneity, so Snapchat 

pulls its namesake from the concept of the snapshot. The photograph is an index to a 

moment, and though the viewer of a Snap may or may not be present at the time the 

image is created, the app is designed to prevent the feeling of time lapse. In Snapchat, the 

action and the reaction seem to occur at once. Although an unopened Snap may be saved 

within a user’s inbox to open until the viewer is ready, the app does not allow users to 

post any information outside of the initial post, preventing commentary build up and 

notable time-stamping, thus resulting in the simulation of instaneity. This prevents the 

“loss of a sense of time’s continual flow” supposedly found in postmodern culture.22 

Primarily noted by Frederick Jameson, the non-linear or confused timeframe of 

postmodernism is evident in the examination of history, which bears no actual 

resemblance to the reality of modern life. Instead, modern and contemporary cultures 

exist in a realm of pastiche, which arbitrarily coalesces styles and features of the past into 

the present.23 Though Jameson is not speaking specifically to visual culture but in regard 

to a cultural whole, the theory is still applicable to contemporary aesthetics. In analyzing 

Jameson’s discussion of time, “Historical time is thus transformed from an organic whole 

into a vast collection of stylized images.”24  

Once a post on Instagram has been public for 24 hours, the app does provide the 

specific time or number of hours since posted, but rather, includes the date of initial 

posting. This allows the viewer to experience a general concept of time, while the 

																																																								
22 Grainge, Monochrome Memories: Nostalgia and Style in Retro America, 5. 
23 Fredric Jameson, Postmodernism, Or, The Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism (Durham: Duke University  
Press, 1991), 69. 
24 David R. Dickens and Andrea Fontana, "Time and Postmodernism," in Symbolic Interaction (New York: 
Simon & Schuster, 1995), 389-96.   
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primary focus of the platform remains central to the photograph. Comments are ordered 

sequentially, but are not marked by date, and commenters within a thread are only 

notified of new posts when intentionally tagged therein. Through this obscuring of time, 

the particularly edited snapshot allows for nostalgic yearning of a moment for which the 

viewer may not have been present.  

As argued by Jurgenson, “There are no comments displayed on a Snap, no hearts 

or likes. With ephemerality, communication is done through photos rather than around 

them.”25 Though the app has seen several updates since this statement, the medium may 

yet remain the message.26 Comments and emojis directly linked to a photograph must be 

included, at the time of sending, by the sender or photographer herself, resulting in text 

that is still cohesive to the image. Images can be shared within the text feature, but the 

primary Snapchat platform is photography-based. Like Twitter or Instagram, Snapchat 

does have a very short text limit. Unlike these apps, however, Snapchat overlays text onto 

the photograph.27 This results in the text serving as a caption rather than a textual 

conversation, similar to writing on a vernacular photograph or label in a photo album (fig. 

23). This kind of text is typically supplementary to the image and does not bear meaning 

when removed from photographic context.  

Time passage is certainly not unique to vernacular photographies. Larry Sultan’s 

Pictures from Home (1982-1992) situates the artist’s perspective of his own parents 

within his own process of aging and understanding. I examine this body of work because 

the subjects, who are personal to the artist, are similar in nature to the subject of many 

																																																								
25 Nathan Jurgenson, "The Frame Makes the Photograph," Snapchat, last modified January 7, 2014,  
http://blog.snapchat.com/post/72561406329/the-frame-makes-the-photograph 
26 McLuhan, Understanding Media: The Extensions of Man. 
27 Text-image apps such as Studio allow for image-text overlay, however Snapchat’s text feature negates  
the need for a third-party text app.  
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vernacular snapshots. Though photographs of family, however, these works are still 

categorized as fine art and are viewed by museum visitors with no relation to the family. 

These photographs and related text reveal deeply personal themes in both book and 

exhibit form. While the Cibachrome prints have not been altered to appear aged, the 

aging of his mother and father is ever-present. Here, Sultan could be photographing not 

as a safeguard against death, but as evidence of his own perspective as a son. A recent 

exhibit at the Los Angeles Country Museum of Art includes large 40x50 inch prints 

intermittent with clustered, found snapshots divided into the categories Family, Business, 

and Convention, as well as narrative text by the artist himself (fig. 17-19). One such text 

recounts conflicting memory, stating:  

I remember arguing with my father over fifteen years ago about a photograph I 
made of my mother. It was a very simple and direct picture of her standing in 
front of a sliding glass door holding a cooked turkey on a silver platter. He 
accused me of creating an image that had less to do with her than with my own 
stereotypes of how people age. I argued that our conflicting notions about who 
mom is and how she should be represented are based on our different 
relationships to her. She is my mother but his wife. I pointed out that in almost 
every picture of her that he has taken she is posed like a model selling one thing 
or another.28 

 
The singular contemporary photograph paired with clustered found snapshot photography 

enhances the nostalgic quality of Sultan’s body of work. By juxtaposing notably aging 

subjects, Sultan’s parents, with aging objects, Sultan’s contemporary photographs 

provide the illusion of having aged beyond their original conception and print dates. The 

aesthetics of these photographs provide a kind of formal snapshot, both posed and 

personal.  

																																																								
28 Los Angeles County Museum of Art, Larry Sultan: Here and Home (2015) exhibit wall text.  
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In examining the snapshot, we may now turn to bell hooks’ essay In Our Glory 

(1995), in which hooks recounts an aged snapshot of her father as a much younger man, 

which she refers to as in his glory. This photograph, she claims, is a version of him she 

can love in a way she cannot always love his physical presence; this is the power of a 

snapshot to create an intimate space (fig. 20). hooks then continues further to discuss her 

favorite snapshot, an image of her childhood self in costume, which is now lost to her. In 

describing the lost print, hooks states, “In this image, I became all that I wanted to be in 

my imagination.”29 She describes the snapshot to reveal a photograph of herself as a 

child, a young girl in a cowgirl costume at play stopping momentarily to acknowledge the 

camera. The candid nature of the snapshot allows for an unadulterated representation of 

oneself or one’s intent in making imagery.  

The tenuous relationship between the uncalculated nature of the snapshot and the 

highly curated contemporary nostalgic image may be reconciled in considering the 

aesthetic and experiential act of viewing over the image content itself. In examining the 

nostalgic image within vernacular photography, we may briefly address the unidentified 

photographer. According to writer, artist, and theorist Svetlana Boym, one who is 

nostalgic “is never a native but a displaced person who mediates between the local and 

the universal.”30 This non-native photographer could be reflected by a generation 

attempting to access an image for which they are nostalgic, but bear no real historical 

relationship save perhaps memory recognition from dated family albums. In curating the 

nostalgic image, there is a codependency between historical and contemporary 

technology. If social media users desired the actual experience of shooting analogue, they 

																																																								
29 bell hooks, "In Our Glory," in The Photography Reader (London: Routledge, 2003), 388. 
30 Boym, The Future of Nostalgia, 12. 
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would perhaps be more engaged with the popular Holga or Diana cameras. Though these 

cameras can be purchased through trendy Lomography sites, film photography is now 

primarily valorized in our current ‘digital utopia’ by the appearance of a film-based 

photograph, rather than the darkroom print itself.31 The editor, or constructor, of the 

nostalgic image aims to be reminded of an analogue history which is no longer present, 

but which may be temporarily accessed via synthetic experience. 

This type of nostalgia is “reflective nostalgia,” notable for its emphasis on social 

narrative memory. Batchen suggests that “photographs and memories are synonymous.”32 

If we look a certain way in our photographs, our memories will adapt to recall the 

appearance of that moment. Essentially, he says if one looks happy, then one is happy. 

Batchen’s argument that photographs are in fact too detailed to serve as an exact 

synecdoche for memory, which he claims is “fuzzy,” emphasizes the inexact nature of 

memory. Images taken via photographic app are not generally married to clarity, but 

rather, to the previously discussed in-the-moment snapshot aesthetic and to the 

impression of a moment. Highly trafficked or ephemeral applications do not encourage 

extended or repeated viewings. Editing functions even allow for a literal blurring of the 

image through tilt shift and vignette application, emphasizing the notorious “fuzzy” air of 

memory.   

Constructed social photography may then, in certain circumstances, be regarded 

not as an index of a specific moment in time, but of a specific feeling or mood. Like 

hooks’ lost childhood photograph, an image shared, even in its fleeting nature, serves as 

																																																								
31 Philip Rosen, "Old and New: Image, Indexicality, and Historicity In The Digital Utopia," in Change  
Mummified: Cinema, Historicity, Theory (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2001), 318. 
32 Geoffrey Batchen, Forget Me Not: Photography & Remembrance (Amsterdam: Van Gogh  
Museum, 2004), 8. 
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direct proof of a moment – not proof as a precise, historical record, but as a way of saying 

“I happened; I exist.” Just as hooks’ relationship with the snapshots of her father and her 

childhood self are unique to those photographs, the natures of Snapchat and Instagram 

allow for users to create images unique to their own desired memory of a moment in a 

way they may not be able to in printed photograph. These kinds of memory and aesthetic 

devices evoke a heightened awareness and sense of time passage, and the application of 

smartphones in contemporary vernacular photography not only increases aesthetic 

awareness, but also physical awareness. 



Beyond Aesthetics 
 

The analogue photographic object is historically, yet tenuously, linked with touch. 

From engraved Daguerreotype cases, which Batchen describes as “continuously 

collapsing sight and touch” to the more traditional photo-album, vernacular photography 

almost always demands viewer interaction.1 Wearable photography, such as lockets, 

required the viewer actively open the case to view the photographs (fig. 21). Even at rest, 

lockets containing photographs occupied a physical space close to one’s chest, frequently 

against one’s skin. The physical bond necessitates consistent bodily awareness of the 

photograph and enhances an already emotional bond between the wearer and the content 

therein. Even tintype and Daguerreotype cases often required opening, and the engraved 

metal exterior case yielded a notable sensory contrast to the delicate, plush interior of the 

case (fig. 22).  

Colloquial speech utilizes the word in phrases such as “touch and go” or “no one 

can touch him” in order to describe a situation, however most commonly, the term may 

be found in regard to keeping in touch as a means of communicative contact.2 Of course, 

in contemporary media, the term “touch” has little to do with actual, physical human 

contact. Contemporary semantics tend to indicate keeping in touch via phone calls, 

photos, texts, emails, etc., however smartphones embrace the idea of touch in a manner 

unique even from other computer-based media. As emphasized by Margaret Olin in 

Touching Photographs (2012), “Photographs are more than context: they touch one 

another and the viewer. They substitute for people. They can be, and even demand to be, 

																																																								
1 Batchen, Forget Me Not, 14. 
2 Margaret Rose Olin, Touching photographs, (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2012), 7. 
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handled.”3 The photograph serves as a witness to the scene presented, and in the handling 

of the materiality of a photograph, the viewer also becomes a witness to the index 

presented. Touch provides a sense of power, enabling the viewer to play an active role 

experiencing and communicating through images, rather than simply function as a 

passive figure.  

Through constant connectivity via 3G/4G and internet availability, as well as 

ever-expanding storage capabilities, smartphones encourage consumption of large 

quantities of information in both text and imagery. The format of the smartphone requires 

the viewer actively participate in accessing this information. Though vernacular 

photography does often encompass holding the photographic object, a printed photograph 

may be eventually framed and hung on the wall for a strictly visual experience. Viewing 

on a smartphone, however, typically requires the viewer, or user, to directly touch the 

screen. While printed vernacular photography invites touch, digital vernacular 

photography requires it. Snapchat, in particular, seeks unbroken visual attention from the 

viewer, as glance away from the screen may result in missing the timed image altogether. 

In the most extreme expansion of physical contact, the user must not only touch the 

screen to initially view the photograph, but when photographs are sent as a series, the 

user must touch the photographic image in order to view the next image. The hand-held 

device yields unwavering involvement with the photograph.  

Though Snapchat differs essentially from the traditional family album in its 

fleeting and digital nature, nostalgic devices set in place by the creators of the app herald 

similar features or sentiments. As formerly noted, the longing for a lost moment or 

																																																								
3 Olin, Touching Photographs, 16. 
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emotion may be evoked by the app. Snapchat also contains a My Stories feature, allowing 

users to compile a series of photographs taken within 24 hours for a more public viewing. 

Like Kodak’s former slogan “Let Kodak Keep the Story,” which implied that all the 

individual need do is snap the actual photograph while Kodak worked to preserve, 

Snapchat compiles a chronology of sent images, thus doing the work for the user (fig. 

24).4 Just as a photo album, photographs published under My Stories are viewed in order 

and one at a time, and are only available to the user’s contacts. Although the viewer of a 

series of photographs published under My Stories does not actually turn the page of the 

photo album, the viewer is required to tap the screen or wait for the allotted time, up to 

ten seconds, to conclude in order for the photographs to proceed. 

Here, one may note the distinct difference in nature among digital technologies. 

When utilizing computer programs, the user is free to open multiple browser windows 

and run a variety of programs while still sharing the screen with the image viewed. 

Further, the screen is accessed second-hand via mouse or track pad, thus denying the 

close physical contact demanded by a touch screen phone or device. The computer is an 

addendum to the human body, while the hand held touch screen device is an extension of 

man. Social media technologies may be situated into the realm of the human body when 

considering the notion of the cyborg. Pre-modern space reflects space in comparison to 

parts of the body, i.e. “at arm’s length” or “rule of thumb.”5 I propose that technological 

space is not measured by parts of the body, but by interactivity with the body. A 

symbiotic relationship exists between man and machine, beyond apps built around the 

																																																								
4 West, Kodak and the Lens of Nostalgia, 166. 
5 Boym, The Future of Nostalgia, 10-11. 
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function of the human body.6 The smartphone in totality functions as a mode of human 

experience. Rather than an external device acting on the human body, it acts with the 

human body. As Marshall McLuhan states, “ Media technologies should be understood as 

the ‘extensions of man.’”7 This notion may be viewed in further consideration of 

Jonathan Crary’s attempt to position the human body within the technological sphere in 

asking, “How is the body, including the observing body, becoming a component of new 

machines, economies, apparatuses, whether social, libidinal, or technological?”8 

 As Donna Haraway discusses, “The machine is not an it to be animated, 

worshipped, and dominated. The machine is us, our processes, an aspect of our 

embodiment. We can be responsible for machines; they do not dominate or threaten us. 

We are responsible for boundaries, we are they.”9 In examining this, the forms of touch 

required to create an image, more particularly by the Snapchat app, should not be seen as 

features of the program, but rather, as necessity in growing the human relationship with 

technology as an embodiment of identity in a technological age. The physical experience 

connects us emotionally to our smartphones and the images contained therein. By 

touching an object, one can come to know the object. In digital vernacular photography, 

the phone itself is synecdoche for the photograph, as one simultaneously touches both 

device and image. 

																																																								
6 Instant Heart Rate requires physical touch in order to monitor the heart rate of the user. This app,  
however, exists only for the benefit of the human body. 
7 Giddings and McLuhan, "Selected Material from Understanding Media: The Extensions of Man ('The 
Medium is the Message', 'Media as Translators', 'The Typewriter')," in The New Media and Technocultures 
Reader, (Abingdon, Oxon: Routledge, 2011), 82. 
8 Jonathan Crary, Techniques of the Observer: On Vision and Modernity in the Nineteenth Century  
(Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 1990), 2. 
9 Donna Haraway, "A Cyborg Manifesto: Science, Technology, and Socialist-Feminism in the  
Late 20th Century," in Simians, Cyborgs, and Women: the Reinvention of Nature (New York: Routledge, 
1991), 146. 
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In approaching digital media and emergent technologies, including both social 

media formats and e-books, one must be aware of the potential loss of materiality or 

object-ness in this kind of information sharing. While it is not a full solution to this 

concern, the touch features of iPhonography partially negate the problematic loss of the 

object. Concerns in the displacement of the object stem from Walter Benjamin’s 

discussion of the loss of the aura in The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical 

Reproduction, in which he states, “That which withers in the age of mechanical 

reproduction in the aura of a work of art.”10 Benjamin further describes the aura as a 

“unique phenomenon of a distance however close it may be…the formulation of the cult 

value of the work of art in categories of space and time perception.”11 In the printed 

process, the technique of reproduction detaches the image from its original context and 

format.  

Images born digital prevent a certain loss of aura, as the essence or feeling of 

reproduction is no longer present. The loss of the aura exists, in part, in the translation of 

the image. Because photographs shared via smartphone do not experience a change in 

device, there is no translation of image required after the initial capturing of an image. In 

digital reproduction, “the image is simply transformed from one physical state to 

another,” however in Snapchat and Instagram, the app is designed for photographs to be 

taken, shared, and viewed all within the app.12 The image, ideally, exists only in the app, 

and then is only briefly emphasized. Returning to the concept of physicality or object-

ness of the photograph, the smartphone demands the viewer’s attention to the physical 

																																																								
10 Walter Benjamin, "The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction," in  
Illuminations, 1st ed. (New York: Harcourt, Brace & World, 1968), 223. 
11 Ibid., 245. 
12 Joanna Sassoon and Elizabeth Edwards, "Digital Reproduction Technology," in Photographs  
Objects Histories: On the Materiality of Images (London: Routledge, 2004), 188. 
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nature of the phone itself. Though the photograph is still viewed via electronic screen, the 

phone itself may serve as a stand in for the printed paper. The single image indicates a 

lack of reproduction, and in app viewing prevents the severing of the photographic object 

from its origin.13 

Like the printed image, the tactile nature of holding the viewing device or picture 

allows the viewer to momentarily access that moment. However, by viewing a 

photograph on a smartphone, the viewer mimics the same experience of the poster, 

allowing them to access not only the image, but the experience of taking part in the 

photograph. The viewer is at once holding the photograph and camera, as if he or she 

personally took the picture. Like Kodak’s advertisements of a happy family, in which the 

viewer is able to see both the camera and the scene before the camera, viewing on a 

smartphone allows one to experience the snapshot while also holding the camera in one’s 

own hands.  

 

																																																								
13 Ibid.,193. 



Conclusion 
 

As previously noted in exhibition history and with references to popular culture, 

such as the lyrics of Paul Simon and staging of Sufjan Stevens, as well in attention to 

Larry Sultan’s Here and Home, a number of contemporary artists bridge the gap between 

institutionally selected vernacular photography and what may be considered intentional, 

fine art. Such artists utilize public vernacular databases, such as Flickr, to address subject 

and excess within the field. Artists such as these will continue to both influence and be 

influenced by contemporary vernacular aesthetics. Penelope Umbrico’s Suns (From 

Sunsets) from Flickr (2006-ongoing) delves into the public imagery archive Flickr. In this 

piece, Umbrico searches, selects, and carefully crops internationally uploaded 

photographs of the sunset. Further articulating the collective social interest in 

photographing the sun, Umbrico’s People in Front of Suns (From Sunsets) from Flickr 

(2011-ongoing) connects her Suns (From Sunsets) from Flickr (2006-ongoing) with a 

continued interest in photographing the self and the sun, even in a curated environment 

(fig. 25-26). 

 Similarly, Mark Klett and Byron Wolfe mine the digital image stream in One 

hundred setting suns at the Grand Canyon arranged by hue; pictures from a popular 

image-sharing web site (2011) (fig. 27). Though this piece intentionally confronts 

abundance and the internet, one may consider subject specificity and the preservation of 

an at once continuous yet fleeting moment. What is the drive for the original image-

makers, disconnected from one another, to preserve a sunset? Theoretically, vernacular 

photography has long been associated with memory and loss; death and preservation. In 

discussing photography as a practice and in regard to death, Barthes states,  
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 It’s true that a photograph is a witness, but a witness of something that is 
no more…Each reading of a photo and there are billions worldwide in a day, each 
perception and reading of a photo is implicitly, in a repressed manner, a contract 
with what has ceased to exist, a contract with death.1 

 
While viewing the millions of sunset photographs shared daily as a contract with death 

may seem extreme in the context of Flickr, the sunset marks the last few fleeting 

moments of a day.2 Rather than considering loss in relation to death, however, one may 

consider loss as the facilitator of memory. Lack of past presence ultimately legitimizes 

memory. The ultimate marker of time, the sun, when photographed, compresses and 

confuses the linear timeline, thus underscoring the nostalgic nature of the vernacular 

photograph.  

The works of Umbrico, Klett, and Wolfe collectively emphasize universal interest 

in preserving via photographing the everyday, while also displaying the artists’ own 

aesthetic decisions in display and cropping.3 In discussing such artists, Kate Albers states, 

“To accumulate even tens of thousands of photographs fazes no one. But the impulse to 

obsessively mark time via photography is enabled in a new way, with yet again different, 

and decidedly more mundane, aesthetics.”4 Through filters and manipulated aesthetics, 

the perceived nostalgic image simultaneously signifies and confounds time.  

																																																								
1 Roland Barthes, The Grain of the Voice: Interviews 1962-1980 (New York: Hill and Wang, 1985). 
 
2 The sunset as a sublime subject for preservation has existed long before the collective digital archive, and 
can be found in vast representations of the American landscape, such as Frederick Church’s  
Twilight in the Wilderness (1860).  
3 Similarly, a collection of primarily vernacular solar eclipse photographic prints took display at the Center 
for Creative Photography’s 2015 Astronomical exhibition. This collection of  
photographs from a private collection indicate both universal interest in capturing a  
moment, as well as the interested of the individual to seek out and view such collective  
documentation. 
4 Kate Albers, "Abundant Images and the Collective Sublime," Exposure 46, no. 2 (2013) : 6. 
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In his study of the relationship of painting to early photography, curator Peter 

Galassi claims photography is “regarded essentially as a child of technical rather than 

aesthetic tradition.”5 Though this statement speaks to the historic development of 

photography, it is no less connected to common sentiments regarding contemporary 

photographic social media sites and applications. Technology and aesthetics are not 

mutually exclusive - for it is the ever-evolving state of digital photography that allows for 

the preservation of aesthetic traditions. 

Because the majority of vernacular photographs shared within social media are 

privileged for their in-the-moment nature, image quality and professional editing are not 

emphasized as a feature of photo-sharing. The rise of filters within social media and 

emergent technologies emphasizes user interest in personally assigning the vintage or 

aged look traditionally associated with film processes. The simulation of the nostalgic 

image creates an “effect of nostalgia, otherworldliness, or coolness.”6 This effect is not to 

create an image for lasting viewing, but rather, to create an image, which appears as 

though it is already aged. The nostalgic image evokes nostalgia through aesthetics, but is 

void of any real history.  

 As established by examining the language and visuals of Kodak’s advertising 

campaigns, aesthetics and editing promoted in the apps Hisptamatic, Instagram, and 

Snapchat and these apps’ connection to memory , and the physical relationship between 

																																																								
5 Peter Galassi, Before Photography: Painting and the Invention of Photography (New York: Museum of 
Modern Art, 1981), 12. 
6 Chris Chesher, "Between Image and Information: the iPhone Camera in the History of  
Photography,” Studying Mobile Media: Cultural Technologies, Mobile Communication, and the iPhone in 
Foundations of Mobile Media Studies ed. Jason Farman, 2012 (New York: Routledge, 2016), 262. 
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user and smartphone, contemporary vernacular photography is a product of anticipated 

and accelerated nostalgia.   
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Figure 1. Alonzo Kimball for Harper's Magazine, Kodaks on the Tree. December, 1905. 
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Figure 2. Ladies Home Journal Kodak Advertisement. 1934. 
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Figure 3. Early Kodak Girl with parasol-pastel color Flower border. June, 1901. 
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Figure 4a. 1893 World’s Fair, Administration Building. 

 
 
 

 
Figure 4b. The Eastman Company No. 4 Camera, 1890.  
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Figure 5. Kodak Advertisement. Early 1940s. 
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Figure 6. Joyce Dopkeen, Polaroid co-founder Edwin Land with an SX-70 and an SX-70 

snapshot in his Cambridge, Massachusetts office on November 1st, 1972. 
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Figure 7. Square Format Instagram images. 2015.   
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Figure 8. Instagram Editing format. 2016. 
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Figure 9. Hipstamatic layout, 2015. 
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Figure 10. Images taken in Hipstamatic, 2015. 
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Figure 11. Kodak Kodachrome Film Advertisement, 1954. 
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Figure 12. Snapchat Filter Formats. 2016. 
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Figure 13. Woody Allen, Manhattan Film Still. 1979. 
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Figure 14. Woody Allen, Celebrity Film Still. 1998. 
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Figure 15. Sufjan Steven Carrie and Lowell tour set. 2015. 
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Figure 16. LACMA. Untitled (Found Home Movie Stills), 1984-1992, printed 2009. 

From Pictures from Home. 
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Figure 17. Larry Sultan, My Mother Posing for Me, 1984, Chromogenic print, 40 x 50 in. 

© Estate of Larry Sultan. 
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Figure 18. Larry Sultan: Here and Now installation view, Los Angeles County Museum 

of Art, 2015. 
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Figure 19. Larry Sultan: Here and Now installation view, Los Angeles County Museum 

of Art, 2015. 
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Figure 20. Snapshot of Veodis Watkins (in his glory), 1949.  
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Figure 21. Anonymous, Pendant portraits of woman and man with beard, 1850, 

daguerreotype.
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Figure 22. D. C. Collins and Company, Margaret Griscom McCord Smith, Philadelphia, 

ca. 1854, half-plate daguerreotype. 
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Fig. 23a Snapchat Image with Text Overlay, 2016 

 

 

Fig. 23b Snapchat Image in Chat Function with Chat Text 
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Fig. 24 Snapchat Story Feature, 2016 
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Figure 25. Penelope Umbrico, Suns (From Sunsets) from Flickr, 2006 – ongoing, Kodak 

EasyShare C-prints, 4x 6 in. each.  
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Fig. 26 Penelope Umbrico, People in front of Suns (From Sunsets) from Flickr, 2006 – 

ongoing. 
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Fig. 27 Mark Klett and Byron Wolfe, One hundred setting sun at the Grand Canyon 
arranged by hue; pictures from a popular image sharing website, 2011, digital inkjet 

print, 17 x 82 in. 
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