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INTRODUCTION

Martin Parr, the best-known British photographer 
of his generation, was born in Epsom, Surrey in 
1952. As a young boy, Parr’s interest in photography 
was encouraged by his grandfather, George Parr, a 
Yorkshireman and keen amateur photographer. His 
grandfather gave him his first camera and taught him 
how to take photographs, process the film and make 
prints. Parr followed this interest and went on to study 
photography at Manchester Polytechnic from 1970 – 73. 

Since studying in Manchester Parr has worked on 
numerous photographic projects; he has developed 
an international reputation for approach to social 
documentary, and his input to photographic culture 
within the UK and abroad. He also makes films, 
curates exhibitions and festivals, teaches, is president 
of the co-operative agency Magnum Photos, and 
collaborates with publishers to produce books on other 
photographers. 

The exhibition, The Rhubarb Triangle & Other Stories, 
spans Martin Parr’s full career from early projects 
undertaken in West Yorkshire in the 1970s to recent 
photographs taken around the world, displayed 
in Galleries 7, 8, and 10. Alongside this extensive 
retrospective of Parr’s work there is a new commission 
for The Hepworth Wakefield, The Rhubarb Triangle 
(2014 – 16), a photographic series documenting the 
people, production and activities of the rhubarb industry 
around Wakefield, in Gallery 9. 

STYLE AND THEMES

Martin Parr’s photographs are often characterised by 
bright colours, unusual perspective and use of humour. 
This approach initially draws the viewer into the works 
but, upon closer reflection, the subject matter touches 
on important questions and themes. 

Often being described as a social documentary 
photographer, Parr explores themes of cultural identity 
throughout his work.  From his early series scrutinising 
different social classes to his more recent work focusing 
on themes of consumerism and consumption, Parr is 
known for taking photographs of the very ordinary, 
depicting subjects that may seem commonplace but 
challenge the viewer to look in a new way.  Whether this 
is portraying the mundane of everyday life through early 
works like The Cost of Living (1986 – 9), showing social 

and leisure events, or commenting on the consumerism 
of western culture in the documentation of everyday 
objects and food in his series Common Sense (1995 – 9) 
exhibited in Gallery 10, themes of work and leisure can 
be traced throughout his work.

Parr’s earlier work focussed on small social groups 
within Britain, shown within series such as The Non-
Conformists (1975 – 80) on display in Gallery 7. Over 
the past twenty years he has increasingly worked 
abroad, and his work has reflected this change, 
exploring themes of globalisation and the rise of 
international tourism, which can be seen within his work 
exhibited in Gallery 10. 

Changing photography and use of technology:

Parr’s first major series of work, The Non-Conformists, 
was photographed in black and white, partially for 
its suitability to the subject and the nostalgic look at 
the traditional life he was documenting. At that time, 
photographers who wanted their work to be taken 
seriously as an art form worked in black and white, with 
colour photography being dismissed because of its use 
within the commercial industry.

In the 1980s Parr shifted from black and white 
photography to colour. Parr’s interest in colour 
photography was sparked by seeing the colour work 
emerge from the USA in the 1970s, from photographers 
such as Joel Meyerowitz, William Eggleston and 
Stephen Shore. He also encountered the postcards 
of John Hinde when he worked at Butlin’s in the early 
1970s, whose images of bright saturated colour had a 
big impact on his work. The use of exaggerated colour 
in Parr’s pioneering series The Last Resort (1983-85) 
and The Cost of Living (1986-89) pushed the limits of 
the medium and could be seen as a turning point for 
contemporary photography. Martin Parr often draws 
from both amateur photography and mass media 
imagery within his worksusing both natural daylight and 
technology such as flash. 

Parr never shoots in large format, because of the 
impracticalities of this medium for a street photographer, 
which wouldn’t allow him to remain spontaneous. He 
now shoots and prints entirely digitally, favouring digital 
printing because it has  a much better archival quality 
(lasting 10 times longer than analogue methods).
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developments, like the change from film to digital, 
the effects not requiring development of film had 
on photography, or you could focus on conceptual 
movements. 

DURING YOUR VISIT

Each of the galleries depicts specific series of Parr’s 
work, throughout his career. 

GALLERY 7

THE NON-CONFORMISTS, 1975 – 80 

BRIGHOUSE, CALDERDALE MUSEUM SERVICES 
COMMISSION, 1979

After graduating from Manchester Polytechnic Parr 
moved to Hebdon Bridge where he undertook a 
comprehensive study of the town and surrounding area. 
Over five years he documented the local traditions 
and communities that appeared to be on the verge of 
disappearing, focusing particularly on the Methodist and 
Baptist Non-Conformist chapels in the area. 

•	 Why do you think Parr photographed in black and 
white for these images? 

The nostalgic nature of the black and white photography 
suited the traditional, rural life and people he was 
documenting. Even in the 1970s not many photographers 
used colour photography as it was seen as a lesser art.

•	 Do you think using colour would have changed the 
atmosphere of the photographs? If so why?

•	 If you were to document your local area what would 
you focus on? What aspects do you think are 
important to the area in which you live that might 
not be around in 40 years’ time? Would you only use 
photography to document these things?

THE LAST RESORT, 1983 – 1985:

When Parr and his wife moved to a town near Liverpool 
in the early 1980s he started to photograph the holiday 
resort of New Brighton in Merseyside. He had become 
interested in colour photography and experimented with 
it in his work.

BEFORE YOUR VISIT

Introduce some of the language and themes that 
can be explored in the exhibition. This could include: 
photography, identity, society, culture, social classes, 
consumerism, consumption, social documentary, etc. 

Consider some general questions – What is 
photography? Is photography art? What makes 
photography art? Could the photos you take on a daily 
basis be considered art? What is social documentary? 

Parr’s work is often described as documenting society 
and a key theme in his work is the idea of cultural 
identity, often looking at this in relation to Britain. Hold 
a discussion on cultural identity and British values, 
considering the following:

•	 What is culture? What cultures do we live within, e.g. 
family, school, etc.? What is cultural identity and 
what might determine this?

•	 How would you describe your cultural identity? 

•	 Does art play a part in influencing or forming your 
cultural identity?

•	 Can art play a role in documenting cultural identity 
and British values? If so consider how this might be 
shown.

•	 Discuss what responsibilities a photographer could 
or should have when documenting groups of society. 
Is this always a true reflection?

•	 Do you document through photography? If so, what?

•	 How would you use art to document your cultural 
identity? Think about the medium you might use and 
what subject matters you would focus on. Would you 
use realism in the art you create or would you do 
something abstract, etc.?

Martin Parr is often said to have played a pivotal point 
in contemporary photography, pushing the limits of 
the medium with exaggerated colour. Research some 
of the other important developments in photography 
and create a timeline. You could focus on technical 



•	 Does the colour used in the photographs make them 
feel different to his earlier black and white images? 
Is colour appropriate for the subject of the photos?  

Activity: Black and White / Colour

Choose a photograph in The Last Resort series, this 
might be the one that caught your eye first, or one 
that makes you ask more questions. Using your phone 
take two photos of the same image (make sure your 
flash is turned off). Take one of these with the normal 
settings on your phone and one of these using the black 
and white setting on your phone camera. How do the 
two photos you have just taken differ? Does the black 
and white image make you look at the subject matter 
in a different way? Does the atmosphere of the two 
photographs differ? If so, how? 

When the photographs were exhibited in London some 
were critical of Parr, saying the images were patronising 
and an unsympathetic portrayal of the working class. 
However, Parr had an affection for the holiday resorts 
he photographed, as his grandfather introduced him 
to resorts such as Scarborough when he was young. 
Parr believed that these critics were seeing their own 
class prejudices reflected, rather than the fondness and 
familiarity that he photographed them with.

Discussion points: 

•	 Do you believe that the critics or Parr were right? 
Discuss with a partner the for and against Parr’s 
intention in the argument. 

THE COST OF LIVING, 1986 – 9:

Three years after The Last Resort, after moving to 
Bristol, Parr published The Cost of Living, focusing on 
the middle classes, capturing a part of society that had 
rarely been photographed before. Although these were 
taken in response to criticisms from his The Last Resort 
series of photographs they were also a straightforward 
documentary of middle class life. 

At the time of the photographs Margaret Thatcher’s 
Conservative government had been in power for seven 
years and the new middle classes were flourishing. At 
the same time the traditional life of the working classes 
was being eroded, as traditional industries such as coal-
mining declined. Parr found that exploring this subject 
in connection to his own views, which firmly opposed 
the government, was an opportunity to examine his own 
prejudices, for example his dislike of the Conservatives.
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Discussion points:

•	 Do you think the photographs in The Cost of Living 
series could be interpreted differently by different 
people? 

•	 Do you think that Parr’s personal views are apparent 
in the series? If so, do you think that this changes 
your view on the photographs? 

•	 Do you think Parr has a responsibility when 
documenting different social groups? Should his 
political views be expressed in this or should his 
documenting be free of personal opinion? Is that 
even possible? 

Activity: Creative Characters 

In a small group or as an individual, choose a person in 
one of the photographs in Gallery 7 that interests you. 
Imagine they are a character in real life, what would 
they sound like, act like? What is their name? What 
would their life be like? Write down words that the 
person and the photo as a whole make you think of, it 
could be describing the atmosphere of the photo, the 
people or setting. 

Using these words create a short poem, it could be 
rhyming or acrostic or perhaps free verse. If you feel 
confident enough you can perform your poem as spoken 
word in the gallery next to the artwork. 

Activity: Making Memories

Do any of the photos remind you of a holiday or trip that 
you have taken? Record your memories in a sketchbook. 
You may choose to sketch a picture or write down text 
on a page. Which part(s) of the photograph made you 
think about this memory?



Activity: Strike a Pose

In small groups look at the photographs in Gallery 7. Try 
and mimic some of the poses in the photographs, using 
your camera or phone to capture them. Look closely at 
the image – what is happening in the scene? Who are 
the people in the image? What might they be doing or 
thinking? Try and capture the subject matter in your 
pose. 

GALLERY 8 

AUTOPORTRAIT, ongoing 1991 – 2012

This series of work is an ongoing project that celebrates 
the many different forms of studio and paid-for portraits 
available around the world. These portraits of Martin 
Parr have each been taken by different photographers 
in different locations. Often he is dressed in clothes 
provided by the photographer or is in front of a pre-set 
backdrop; each photographer is presenting Parr in a 
different way or style. 

Autoportrait is a reflection on how different countries 
represent themselves and, in doing so, shows a country’s 
national identity. Many of the photos of Parr are edited 
beyond recognition and most are completely staged. 

Discussion points:

•	 What do you think Parr is trying to portray (or 
stories he is trying to tell) in the series of portraits? 
Consider:

What do the photographs suggest about a country, a 
place or person?

Why have they chosen to portray their county or 
specific person like this, what are they representing 
in the photo? Does it reflect a true identity of the 
place?

Why might people want a specific style of 
photography for significant moments, for example a 
graduation, a romantic evening or wedding? 

•	 The photos in this series have been taken in a period 
over 20 years. Does the series tell you anything 
about changes that have occurred in this time? How 
might Parr have documented these? E.g. Can you 
see changes in photographic technology (analogue 
to digital)? Techniques of editing/manipulating 
images have changed with new technology, is this 
shown in the photography? If so, how? How has 
Martin Parr’s image changed in these photographs?

GALLERY 9 

THE RHUBARB TRIANGLE, 2014 – 16

The Rhubarb Triangle is a new commission for The 
Hepworth Wakefield that documents the people, 
products and activities of the rhubarb industry around 
Wakefield. It shows both the labour required to produce 
the rhubarb and its consumption. 

The Rhubarb Triangle is an area of land between 
Wakefield, Morley and Rothwell that has specialised in 
growing rhubarb for early harvest for over 150 years. 
Many farmers still use the traditional method of forcing 
rhubarb by removing it from the fields and placing it in 
dark, heated sheds to grow. The rhubarb is hand-picked, 
often by candlelight to prevent photosynthesis from 
taking place, resulting in a sweeter, more tender crop.

In the 19th Century West Yorkshire produced 90% of 
the world’s winter forced rhubarb, there are now only 11 
farms producing rhubarb within the Rhubarb Triangle. 
In 2010 Yorkshire Forced Rhubarb was awarded 
Protected Designation of Origin Status meaning that, 
like Champagne and Melton Mowbray pork pies, only 
rhubarb produced in this area using traditional methods 
can be described as Yorkshire Forced Rhubarb. 

•	 Do you think that it is important to preserve the 
traditional way of making (or growing) something? 
Why / why not? 

•	 Is food important in the identity of a place or 
culture?  What food(s) may identify cultures you live 
within?

•	 Do you think the photographs in this body of work 
capture the spirit of the place? Do they give you a 
strong impression of what it would be like to work in 
the rhubarb sheds? If so, how has Parr done that? 
Consider things like light, colour, subject.

www.hepworthwakefield.org
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Activity: Sketch Light

Use a viewfinder to select one area of a photograph 
with high contrast between light and dark. In your 
sketchbook create a drawing of the work focusing on the 
technique Parr has used, using shading techniques. Does 
it highlight something specific in the photograph? Do 
you think this was intentional? Why?

GALLERY 10

COMMON SENSE, 1995 – 99

WORK & LEISURE, 1986 – 2015;

Common Sense is a series comprising 350 individual 
images taken around the world, with 192 of the 
photographs displayed in Gallery 10. The images 
are intended to capture the disposable culture in the 
developed world and global consumerism. The series 
includes photographs of close-up details of food, people 
and objects, which make it hard to see where they were 
taken, show indulgences encouraged by manufacturers 
and advertising, and often make the subjects appear 
artificial.

•	 How do you feel when you look at these 
photographs? Do they make you feel uncomfortable?

•	 What places do you think these images were taken? 
Is it important that you cannot always tell?

•	 Do you think the photographs capture a disposable 
culture? Do you think the way they are displayed 
portrays this culture? 

•	 What would you photograph in your life if you were 
to capture something that represents consumer 
culture? 

Activity: The Wider Picture

Choose an image in the Common Sense series. Imagine 
that this image is a small section of a larger scene. Using 
a full page in your sketchbook, draw this small cropped 
image within a wider image, considering:

•	 How the cropped section fits within the bigger 
picture; whether there are other people in the 
picture and what they might be doing

•	 What other objects might be in the scene, who do 
they belong to, what might happen next?

•	 What is in the background, where is the scene set?

WORK & LEISURE, 1986 – 2015

Since the 1990s, Martin Parr has increasingly 
photographed around the world for commissions and as 
a member of international documentary and reportage 
photography agency Magnum Photos. This work is 
drawn together in two groups, presenting Work and 
Leisure. 

The first group of work focuses on the labour involved 
in producing the objects, food and environments that we 
consume. The second group presents images of leisure 
and consumption, showing the various ways in which 
people choose to spend their time and money.

•	 What nature of work is shown in the images? Is 
there a common type of work displayed? Can you 
see any contrasts in the occupations exhibited?

•	 What do you think Parr is trying to depict in the 
photographs of international tourism? Do you think 
he is being critical, or is he documenting an honest 
perception of leisure?

Discussion point: 

The photographic series Common Sense and Work 
& Leisure critically comment on consumption and the 
problems of sustaining economic growth and wealth on 
a planet with limited resources. Hold a discussion with 
your group about consumption and consumerism: 

•	 Have the photographs made you think more about 
what goes into producing the goods and food that 
you consume? Is the level of consumption in the 
world sustainable? 

•	 What does the term globalisation mean? How do 
you think globalisation has impacted on society’s 
consumption? 
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Activity: Composition

Martin Parr photographs lots of different subjects. 
Looking at images in his Work & Leisure series do you 
think the subject matter is the person/people in the 
photograph or the work/ activity that is taking place? 
Does this differ through the series? How do you think 
he concentrates your view on the subject matter, are any 
specific techniques used? Consider focus, depth of field, 
use of colour and saturation, composition of the image 
and the view point. 

With your camera or phone try taking two photographs 
in the gallery of your friend, one in which your friend is 
the main subject of the photograph and a second where 
the gallery or artwork is the main point of interest. 
Consider the composition of the photograph and how 
you might use that to imply to the viewer what you are 
intending to be the main focus of the photograph.  

Activity: Describing imagery

In pairs, each choose an area of Gallery 10, within that 
area, each select a photograph and write down 10 
words that come to mind when you look at it. Then try 
and guess each other’s choice of photograph from the 
words. 

AFTER YOUR VISIT: 

Activities in response to the exhibition:

1) Autoportraits: Create a series of ‘selfies’ inspired by 
Parr’s Autopotrait series. Within the series you could 
explore:

•	 Different ways of capturing your self portrait, either 
in the use of background, use of shadows, light or 
reflection, or manipulation and editing of the image

•	 How to portray a specific area, maybe the area 
around your school or home, or the town or county 
you live in, thinking about the cultural identity of the 
area you live and what you think represents it

•	 How you might display them – Parr uses frames you 
might see within a home to display his Autoportraits, 
what would suit your style of self portraits? 

Parr is also a curator – hold an exhibition of 
autoportraits in school, curating your series of self-
portraits into an exhibition. You will need to think 
critically about which photographs to include, how 
many images they should include in their series, what 

size they would want to display them, how they will be 
arranged and consider why. You may work in groups to 
make these decisions, each group having a number of 
autoportraits to curate. 

2) Extraordinary Ordinary: It is often said that Parr 
makes the ‘ordinary extraordinary’ in his photography; 
he finds ordinary things interesting, which some may 
consider to be boring. Look for the ordinary things in 
your everyday life that may seem mundane to others and 
make a series of photographs around them. 

How might you make the photographs interesting to 
people? Could this be the way you take the images, 
using different perspectives or colours, or maybe 
getting very close to the subject or exaggerating certain 
aspects? Consider how you could show the work and 
effort that might go into an everyday occurrence or job? 

3) In response to Common Sense shown in Gallery 10, 
spend twenty minutes a day, for a week,  photographing 
your life, capturing everyday objects, shops or people 
that show consumerism and your daily life. Try taking 
them all in landscape form. Create a horizontal grid 
of all the images, in a similar style to how Common 
Sense is displayed. You could use Instagram to take all 
your photos, creating a grid of photographs from these 
images.

Looking at the overall series of photographs does 
this make you think about what you consume in your 
everyday life? Does seeing your day in photos make you 
access what the culture of the modern life is? Are the 
photographs a starting point to expressing your cultural 
identity? 



OTHER SUGGESTED PHOTOGRAPHERS AND 
ARTISTS: 

Simon Roberts – We English and Pierdom series.

Lee Friedlander – American photographer who has an 
ongoing series of self-portraits spanning over 50 years. 

Tony Ray-Jones – his documentary style photographs 
defined a new way of observing contemporary British 
society, he is cited by Martin Parr as having a profound 
influence on his work. 

Diane Arbus – an American photographer who was 
noted for her photographs documenting marginalised 
people. 

Henri Cartier-Bresson – a French photographer who 
was considered the master of candid photography and 
helped develop street photography. 

Bruce Gilden – an American street photographer known 
for taking pictures very close to his subjects. 

Peter Dench – a photojournalist best known for his 
decade of work documenting England.

William Klein – a photographer and filmmaker noted for 
his ironic approach to both media and his extensive use 
of unusual photographic techniques.

WEB LINKS: 

www.magnumphotos.com – Magnum Photos is a 
photographic co-operative

Magnum Photos library – You can also access all the 
work produced by Magnum photographers and some 
special collections by non-members in their online 
library, with other 500,000 images available online it is 
an extensive archive of work.

Magnum search engine – by typing in Parr and 
keywords you can access all works by Parr, by theme 
and subject rather than series or date. 

http://www.martinparr.com/ – Maritn Parr’s website has 
some of his films you can view, along with his blog and 
FAQ section.

The Hepworth Wakefield offers an exciting learning 
programme for young people, families and adults.

We offer a range of ways for everyone to engage with 
the exhibitions and displays, from workshops and talks to 
guided tours and seminars.

To learn more about our programme please visit       
www.hepworthwakefield.org/learning or you can 
contact Learning Team on 01924 247 398 or email       
learning@hepworthwakefield.org
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