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Domestic Exposure: Exploring Photography at Home, 1850 to the present 
 

This interdisciplinary research symposium launched the Histories of the Home Subject 
Specialist Network (SSN) events series. The new SSN has been developed and led by 
the Geffrye Museum and is supported by the Museums, Libraries and Archives Council 
through Renaissance London. ‘Domestic Exposure’ focused on photography and 
domesticity and was organised by Jane Hamlett (Royal Holloway, University of London) 
and Rebecca Preston (Kingston University). 
 
Introduction: Jane Hamlett and Rebecca Preston 

Since the invention of the camera, photography has framed how we view and 
understand the home while also connecting intimate domestic spaces with broader 
social, cultural and political concerns. Photographs and photographic reproductions in 
newspapers, books and magazines have brought the world across our doorsteps, while 
photographs of home have been used as powerful imagery in social welfare campaigns. 
Not only does photography represent the home and make its boundaries permeable in 
new ways, but photography is also often a domestic activity. Materially and visually, the 
photograph has played an important part in home-making, links us with dispersed family 
and friends, and remains as a memorial to the dead. The exchange, collection and display 
of photographs within the home are therefore integral to the study of domestic 
photography. 
 
Domestic Exposure, a day-long research symposium, sought to explore these issues. In 
combining two thriving areas of interdisciplinary research, the history of the home and 

the history of photography, the symposium aimed to expose the home in new ways and 
to explore the web of often overlooked domestic activities centered on the photograph.  
 
The history of the home has developed rapidly in the past decade as a result of work 
across university disciplines in the humanities and social sciences and also within 
museums, leading to hubs of activity including the AHRC Centre for the Study of the 
domestic Interior (V&A/RCA/Bedford Centre for the History of Women), Kingston 
University’s Modern Interiors Research Centre, the Museum of Domestic Architecture 
and Design (MoDA) at Middlesex University and the Geffrye Museum. The Geffrye 
Museum’s new Histories of the Home Network is the most recent development in the 
field and builds upon this research.  
 
A similar flurry of activity has occurred in the history of photography over the past 
couple of decades which extended interest beyond aesthetic and authorial concerns to 
link representation with material and social practices such as the exchange, display, and 
circulation as well as the taking of photographs within the home. Both areas of research 
have been characterised by a move away from elite culture and society to a focus upon 
the everyday, often anonymous and unseen, activities embedded in homemaking and 
photography which have paralleled the practice of architecture and photography as 
minority artistic and scientific occupations in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. 



 
The seven papers presented at the Symposium, summaries of which appear here, are 
informed by and build upon this research. They asked how, where and why picture 
taking has interacted with homemaking over the past 160 years, and in so doing 
demonstrated the many ways in which photography can extend our understanding of 
the histories of the home. Prominent themes included  

▪ how photographs represent ‘home’; 

▪ the practice of amateur and professional photography within the home; 

▪ the role of the photograph and its changing technologies in homemaking;  

▪ the relationship between photography and home, household, family and intimacy; 

▪ domestic photography and social identity; 

▪ home as a site of photographic archive, performance, and display. 

 
The symposium showcased recent research from a variety of disciplines, considering 
‘Home’ in its broadest sense, as an imagined and material space covering the domestic 
interior, thresholds, garden and wider setting of the house, to homemaking in other, 
more transitory and mobile, environments. It aimed to bring together university 
researchers and those in other areas of scholarly research including within libraries, 
archives, and museums, which have traditionally led the field in developing 
material/object-based approaches to history. 


