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Abstract


This essay seeks to explore a range of aspects relating to the massive growth in the 

taking and publishing of ‘selfies’: self portraits, primarily taken using smartphones and 

distributed via social media networks. It draws from a range of sources including 

academic texts, research journals, and mainstream media news and opinion reports, 

together with some anecdotal evidence used for the purposes of illustration.  

After seeking to refine the definitions of what may or may not constitute a selfie, the 

essay considers different types or styles of selfie, and the advances in technology 

that have enabled the growth of their use.  It then moves on to consider social 

changes in the way photography is perceived and used, focusing particularly on the 

change from photography as a record to photography as communication. Related to 

this is the contrast between permanence and ephemerality, and the variance 

between generations in respect of how they view photographs.  

It then goes on to look at the influence the rise of the selfie as having on a range of 

artistic photographic projects.  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!  

Tourists using a ‘Selfie Stick’ © Jonathan Chie (CC licence)  

Image Source:https://www.flickr.com/photos/jchieimages/15971758381 

Any discussion about photography in the age of the internet, and in particular 

social media will soon touch on the subject of selfies. It cannot be denied that the 

present trend for taking photographs of oneself, and subsequently posting them 

on social media, for a potentially worldwide audience, has grown hugely over 

recent years. This essay seeks to explore inter-related elements that drive this 

growth.  

For this discussion of ‘selfie culture’ I will seek to explore a variety of aspects 

relating to the growth of the selfie. Whilst much has been written about the trend in 

the media, in-depth academic analysis is limited due to the very contemporary 

nature of the subject. As such, I will look at a wide range of sources including 
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published books, photographic journals, and news-based websites. I write from 

the viewpoint of a fairly prolific social media user, but only very occasional selfie-

taker, so in order to get a view ‘from the ground’ I have also sought opinions from 

a few prolific selfie-takers of my own acquaintance about their own habits and 

motivations. It is acknowledged that comments from these private correspondents 

are very much anecdotal, and that any research into the self-declared motivations 

of selfie-takers would require a much larger and more randomly selected sample 

to be capable of proper analysis. None the less, I will refer to their comments 

where relevant throughout the essay. (For the sake of completeness, their full 

responses are reproduced as appendix A.) 

Before we can look at the culture of selfies, it may be useful to start with 

definitions: what, exactly, constitutes a ‘selfie’? Word definitions always have an 

element of subjectivity to them; for newly coined words this is especially so. And 

‘selfie’ can certainly be considered a recent coinage, Oxford Dictionaries having 

added it to their database only in 2013, and citing its origins as “early 21st 

Century”. Their definition serves a useful starting point: “A photograph one has 

taken of oneself, typically one taken with a smartphone or webcam and shared via 

social media.” (oxforddictionaries.com.) It is worthy of note that their definition 

incorporates not only the nature of the photograph itself, but also, to a degree, its 

use, by suggesting that they are ‘shared via social media’. I am unconvinced that 

a selfie can be defined by reference to its manner of sharing, but the Oxford 

definition does qualify this with the word ‘typically’.  
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Whilst the taking and sharing of such a large volume of selfies is a modern 

phenomenon, reliant on advances in technology which we shall discuss later, 

selfies themselves have been around in some form or another for much longer 

than this period. In fact, some observers contend that the ‘first selfie’ was a 

portrait taken as early as 1839 by Robert Cornelius, believed to be made by 

removing his lens cap and then running into frame where he sat for a minute 

before covering up the lens again. (Wild, 2014.) 

!  

Robert Cornelius, Self Portrait, 1839. The first selfie?  

Image source: http://mashable.com/2014/11/07/first-selfie/ 
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Of course Cornelius’s photograph, dating as it does from 1839, was not ‘shared 

via social media’, so would not fulfil that particular element of the Oxford definition. 

If we disregard the need for a photograph to be ‘widely shared’ in order to be 

considered a selfie, the first part of their definition does hold true in this case; to be 

considered a selfie, the photograph much have been taken by its subject. A selfie 

is, put simply, a photographic self portrait. Indeed one of my aforementioned 

correspondents used the very phrase “the selfie is, at the end of the day, a self 

portrait”, but here we may need to delve further to clarify what a self-portrait is. 

The Oxford Dictionaries definition in this case simply states that a portrait is “a 

painting, drawing, photograph, or engraving of a person, especially one depicting 

only the face or head and shoulders”. (oxforddictionaries.com.) Whilst this a seems 

to be a well-rounded definition, there is a general view within the art world that a 

portrait is more than a mere likeness, but says something about the sitter’s 

character. Annie Liebowitz, for example, defines herself “as a portrait 

photographer who has always been more interested in what people do than in the 

way they look.” (Liebovitz, 1996, p4.) Photography curator Chistian Coujolle goes 

on to say that  “when we forget model and photographer and start reading the 

faces themselves, we find ourselves ... analysing the personality of the subjects of 

the photo.” (Caujolle, Christian, in Ruiter, 1997, p17.) On this basis, a self portrait 

ought to carry some of that aura of defining personality and characteristics beyond 

the merely aesthetic. Can the same weight and expectation and be given to a 

‘selfie’ in the modern sense?  

Page !  of !6 29



BA (Hons) Photography L6 Trevor Coultart 

Another matter that needs to be considered is whether a selfie has a particular 

style that distinguishes it from a self-portrait. French professor and mobile 

technology specialist Laurence Allard certainly believes so; when he says “The 

selfie isn’t just a portrait. It has its own codes and rules, and the main one is that a 

selfie has to have been taken by hand. An authentic selfie should show it was 

taken with your arm extended—that’s a sort of signature.” (Quoted in Laurant, 

2014) he is indicating his opinion that a selfie should be set apart as a distinct 

genre of its own —or at very least a sub-genre of self-portraiture. (How Allard 

would categorise selfies taken using mirrors rather than outstretched arms is 

unclear.) There is also a view that a selfie should not make it look as though like 

one is trying ‘too hard’. “Look at enough and you start to realise the key to a good 

selfie – nonchalance. Whether you're showing off or looking less-than-"perfect", 

you want to look like it doesn't matter.” (Adewunmi, 2013) 

It is perhaps also useful to mark a separation between two distinct forms of selfie; 

those taken publicly and those taken privately. The ‘public’ selfie, to record a 

significant moment or event, often taken at destinations and tourist attractions, 

seems less of a new phenomena. Exemplified to great effect in the 1991 film 

Thelma and Louise, in which the protagonists shoot a self portrait on a Polaroid 

camera to mark the beginning of their road-trip, the public selfie is a way of 

marking an event, visit, or occasion by photographing oneself within one’s 

surroundings. Carolyn Hiblen, writing for the Daily Mail, even goes so far as to 
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suggest that the film’s characters “took the first ever selfie” (Hiblen, 2014) although 

in fact the form dates back over one hundred years previous to that.  

!  

Polaroid Selfie: Film still from Thelma and Louise, 1991.  © MGM 1991 

Image source: http://www.imdb.com/title/tt0103074/mediaindex 

The holder of that “first selfie” title is frequently cited to be Robert Cornelius’s 

previously-mentioned 1839 photograph. Whilst his photograph is very much a self 

portrait, to give it the title of ‘selfie’ — a term not coined until the modern era — 

does seem somewhat over the top. Thelma and Louise’s Polaroid shot, by 

contrast, does at least serve a very ‘modern’ purpose: to affirm, to themselves if 

no-one else, Here we are. This is what we are doing. Writing in 1973, Susan 

Sontag notes that the compulsion to take photographs at tourist attractions 

indicates how the formation of family memories is an intrinsic role of personal 

photography. (Sontag, 1973). My own family photo albums reveal a number of 

photographs of me and my wife taken in this form to mark our own presence at a 
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place of interest, and taken for our own, physical, photograph album. (These are 

generally only ‘shared’ in the sense that anyone who has the opportunity to 

peruse our photograph albums will see them, and that is normally confined to 

extended family and close friends.) Whilst we used to describe these photographs 

as “arm’s length portraits”, there is no doubt that what we were doing was taking 

selfies; we just didn’t know it. Thinking back to my own recollections of taking 

these photographs, I realise that Sontag’s statement above rings true; it is not only 

looking back at the photographs that helps recall an event, but the very act of 

taking the photographs helps to fix the moment in one’s memory. When recalling 

the event, we recall taking the photograph, and the memory of our visit is 

strengthened.    

Whilst the numbers of this type of selfie may have risen exponentially in with 

changes in technology, the purpose of them seems little altered; evidence of one’s 

own presence or attendance at a place or event, recorded for one’s own 

satisfaction and to share with others. Where once upon a time merely taking a 

photograph of a monument or place of interest, with the intention to display, 

publish, or archive the print, was sufficient ‘evidence’ of a visit, this was partly 

because the sights themselves were new and rare; before people had the 

opportunity to travel widely a newly published photograph would have been the 

only way of seeing foreign places. Today,  images of significant destinations are so 

commonplace that the only equivalent ‘evidence’ of one’s visit is now a selfie with 

the monument or setting in the background. And whilst these photographs may 
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be less likely to ultimately end up adorning someone’s wall, the sharing of such a 

photograph via social media channels gives it sufficient validity in the minds and 

eyes of today’s users. 

The second distinct type of selfie, however — those taken privately, often in 

teenager’s bedrooms or bathrooms using mirrors — do seem to be more of a 

recent phenomenon. Among my correspondents were a couple who routinely 

publish these ‘private’ selfies. It was interesting to note that these correspondents, 

unlike those whose selfies seemed more about places and occasions, were less 

able to articulate the reasons for taking them, resorting to terms like “I've never 

actually given it much thought” and “erm i dont know i guess just for fun”. One of 

these correspondents has given permission for me to reproduce some of his 

selfies here. 

!  

 Modern Social Media selfies (2014)  

From a Facebook user’s timeline. Used with permission.  
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Whilst this is unavoidably an entirely subjective view, what I see here (and this is 

only a small sample of photographs posted to his Facebook timeline in a short 

period) is a stream of images which, whilst showing some variation in clothing and 

background, seem to be essentially the same photograph over and over again, 

and I can’t help but wonder about the motivations behind such photographs.  His 

own reasoning goes on to say, “…you feel like taking a picture if you look good in 

one you want to show the world”. One could perhaps paraphrase this as a way of 

saying this is how I want the world to see me. He —and so many other social 

media users like him — feels he is exercising control over his image. Added to this 

is perhaps an element of ‘following the crowd’; another correspondent certainly 

suggested this with his comment of “It’s just something we all do. […] …when we 

go out we always want to show everyone what we’re up to so this is how we do 

that.” 

My own observation of this aspect of selfies on social media are very much 

echoed by Paul Titlow, writing for ReadWrite about Instagram, which he describes 

as “a breeding ground for many people's most narcissistic tendencies”. (Titlow, 

2013.) His statistics bare that out, indicating in 2013 that there were an estimated 

90 million selfies on the platform. Citing one user as an example, he describes the 

daily posting of selfies as “…not particularly interesting or varied. It's just him, in 

similar-looking outfits, day after day.” (ibid.) As can be seen, Titlow’s observations 

seem to be very much the same as my own. 
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This is clearly a growing market. Beyond the observations already noted, there is a 

growing trend for social media users to be encouraged to develop their skills in 

order to allow their own selfies to stand out from the crowd. Of note here is 

photographer Vivienne McMaster who maintains a blog entitled “Be your own 

beloved” which is devoted entirely to self portraiture. The motivation for the blog is 

to encourage users — primarily women in her case — to take self portraits (“yes, 

even selfies”, she says) as a tool to building self-confidence. And a recent article 

she published went into great depth giving detailed instructions about how to 

improve and master your techniques very specifically for “bathroom mirror 

selfies” (McMaster, 2013). Whilst McMaster considers that encouraging the 

posting of selfies helps boost self-confidence, another way of looking at this could 

be that mirror selfies are about ‘showing off’. Turning again to my own 

correspondents, one suggested that they are often used “show one's physique off 

mainly amongst females that wanna show off how good they look in a dress etc.” . 

He was quick to distance himself from such use, however, going on to state “But 

for me it's about capturing those memories to remember later on”.  

This last correspondent’s comments about helping to remember memories links 

us back to that aspect of creating memories as mentioned earlier in respect of 

Susan Sontag’s views and my own family albums. There is an increasing sense 

that by taking so many photographs, particularly of ourselves, we are consciously 

and deliberately curating our future memories. In his 2010 TED talk, “The riddle of 
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experience vs. memory”, psychology professor Daniel Kahneman, discusses at 

great length the difference between experiencing life and remembering it. 

(Kahneman, 2010). A quotation from Professor Kahneman which has recently 

been widely circulated on social media channels is, “The Instagram generation 

now experiences the present as an anticipated memory” . It is widely seen as a 1

commentary on users failing to experience ‘the present’, by being so focused on 

how current experiences will be recorded and recalled, rather than simply 

experiencing them for their own sake and pleasure. Indeed, it is not hard to 

observe this view in everyday conversation, as people bemoan the recording of 

every event by a crowd of smartphones, at the expense of ‘enjoying the moment’.  

Film maker Jason Silva, however, takes an alternative view, directly challenging 

Kahneman’s idea by suggesting that Instagram users are “both experiencing the 

present reality and actively shaping how that reality will be remembered in the 

future.” (Silva, 2014.) He goes on to say, “You're given a chance to decide how 

this moment will be remembered … We all become artists, we all become 

architects of our mental narratives, of our historical digital paper-trail. We decide 

who we are.”  (Silva, 2014.)  Both Silva and Kahneman agree that we are taking an 

active role in the curation of our future memories. In Kahneman’s case, he 

suggests that this is at the expense of experience; Silva feels it is supplemental to 

it.  

 Although widely attributed to Daniel Kahneman in a range of online sources, I have been unable 1

to identify the precise origin of this quotation. None the less it does neatly encapsulate his views as 
outlined in his 2010 TED talk, from which it may perhaps be paraphrased. See Kahneman, 2010. 
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A related facet of this process of curating memories and directing one’s projected 

image is the feeling of control one has when taking one’s own photograph as 

opposed to allowing someone else to do so. José Van Dijck of the University of 

Amsterdam notes that in normal circumstances, “a photographed person exerts 

only limited control over the resulting picture” (Van Dijck, 2008, p64). By being 

both photographer and subject, one retains that control. One of my own 

correspondents specifically mentioned this matter by stating that her motivation 

for taking selfies was “because of the control: I can take what I want”. In personal 

conversation with this individual she elaborated, mentioning that she ‘never likes’ 

photographs of herself that others have taken, which is why she takes her own, in 

order to exercise a degree of control over what images of her appear on social 

media. Writing for the Guardian, Bin Adewunmi puts it like this: “Selfies offer a 

modicum of control in a snap-happy era, where you're in charge of the image 

produced, and all editorial decisions are yours.” (Adewunmi, 2013.) 

It is not only the curation of future memories that are driving the growth in selfies 

and the desire to control one’s image. Another driving force is how we will be 

perceived in the present by those around us, or at least by those who have access 

to our shared selfies. José Van Dijck’s detailed article in the Visual Communication 

Journal, entitled “Digital Photography: communication, identity, memory” looks at 

great depth into personal photography’s “role in communication [and] the shaping 

of identity and memory”. (Van Dijck, 2008, p59.) and is worth reading in detail for 

more on this aspect. Personal photography is increasingly, as described by Van 
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Dijck, becoming “a tool for an individual’s identity formation” (Van Dijck, 2008, 

p57). Those photographs we choose to share become a part of the identity we 

create for ourselves and project to the world at large. The very fact that selfies are 

now predominantly taken within the smartphone, a device with communication as 

its primary driving force, clearly adds to the feeling that photography’s functions of 

“communication and identity formation” are now developing “at the expense of 

photography’s use as a tool for remembering”. (ibid, p58)  

We will return to this matter of “communication over record” in due course, but 

having mentioned the smartphone, it would be beneficial to give wider 

consideration to the technological developments that have had such an influence 

on the photographic landscape under discussion.  

Having stated earlier that Robert Cornelius’s 1839 photograph is often cited as the 

‘first selfie’, advances in technology have clearly made selfies easier not only to 

take but also to distribute. Instant photography (such as the Polaroid camera used 

to such great effect in Thelma and Louise) was of course one development, but 

the shift of the last two decades to digital photography has had a much greater 

impact. It has been argued that the switch from analogue photography to digital 

“… is not creating another photographic genre, but another medium”. (Ritchin, 

1990, p.xii) And having a new medium to play with has enables new forms of 

photography to develop.  
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A particular driving factor in the growth of everyday photography is the integration 

of cameras into mobile phones, starting with the Sharp J-SH04 in 2000. Thought 

by many to be a novelty (see, for example, Wurtzel 2001), they soon caught on 

and led to the situation we have today where virtually everyone —in the western 

world at least — has a camera of some sort on their person most of the time. A 

second major factor, particularly in relation to selfies, was the introduction of a 

second, front-facing camera — first seen on the Sony Ericsson Z1010 in 2003) — 

enabling the user to frame self-portraits more accurately. (Although even that first 

Sharp J-SHO4 had a small mirror next to the lens to assist composing self 

portraits.) Charissa Coulthard describes this addition as a “watershed moment”; 

what other purpose can there be for the front facing camera, suggests Coulthard, 

than for taking photographs of oneself? (Coulthard, 2013) And certainly the 

cameraphone with its front-facing camera has taken over the role of selfie-making 

device from the Polaroid camera of Thelma and Louise’s day. The next stage was 

the development, starting with the launch of Apple’s iPhone in 2007, of the 

smartphone. Now, not only could a user take a photograph with the device in 

one’s pocket, but could instantaneously share it by uploading to the any of the 

many photo-sharing websites in existence. Around the same time, social media 

was beginning to gain traction, and these networks eventually became the 

automatic choice of publication route (as opposed to dedicated photo-sharing 

sites) for a majority of users. By incorporating photograph-taking technology into 

an ever-connected communication device, the smartphone has become the “way 

of touching base: picture this, here! picture me, now!” (Van Dijck, 2008, p62.) 
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Those photographs taken instantaneously can now also be published, and shared 

with a potentially world-wide audience just as instantaneously. And it is this 

immediate connectivity that seems to be a major driving force behind the changing 

attitude towards photography and its purpose.  

It is important to note that it is not merely a case of photographs being able to be 

communicated, but that they are increasingly seen as communication. Where, 

historically, photography’s primary purposes have been to record and observe 

events, there is a growing sense of photography as a means of communication in 

itself, in particular when combined with social media use. 

The well-worn phrase “a picture is worth a thousand words” indicates that we 

have long accepted the the ability of a picture to communicate meaning. But the 

way in which photographs are used in social media settings seems to be taking 

this to a new level.  Quoted in an article for the BBC, a 22-year-old Instagram user 

comments that posting a selfie can often take the place of a textual update: 

"Instead of saying you're going to work, a photo of you in your uniform does that.” 

(Coulthard, 2013.) When selfies — or indeed any photographs — are used in this 

way, there seems to be no necessary intention that they are ever looked at again 

subsequent to their initial communicative purpose. It is perhaps ironic that while 

the internet potentially allows for seemingly perpetual storage and retrieval of 

photographs, a large proportion of those being taken and published via social 

media are shared with no expectation that they will be seen outside of a short 
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time-frame. Their use is in this context is entirely ephemeral, with no sense of 

becoming a lasting record, despite the fact that in most cases they may be 

retrieved easily in the future.  

Martin Lister observes this fast-changing nature of photography as communication 

in the introduction to the second edition of “The Photographic Image in Digital 

Culture” in 2013, describing how much has changed in the time elapsed since the 

first edition of his book was published some seventeen years previously. He 

describes changes not only in terms of photography itself, with the increasing 

uptake of digital technology during that period, but also with the overall setting of 

‘Digital Culture’ — a term that he had coined for the first edition but the definition 

of which had changed markedly by the time the second edition came along. 

(When the book was first published in 1995, the ‘digital network’ he was writing 

about consisted of desktop computers in commercial workspace environments.) 

The ubiquity of digital cameras built into smartphones, all connected via the 

internet to social networks has, among other developments, altered the landscape 

in ways that are “ontological, [striking] at the very heart of what the photographic 

image is” (Lister, 2013, p1).    

Susan Murray describes this ephemerality in terms of a form of photography less 

about “special or celebratory moments” but rather an “immediate, rather fleeting 

display and collection … of the small and mundane”. (Murray, 2013, p166) In a 

2004 article for the New York Times, discussing rather different photography (the 
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widely distributed  images of torture at Abu Ghraib prison) Susan Sontag alludes 

to what Martin Hand summarises as a “key shift in photographic practice from 

preservation to communication” (Hand, 2012, p13), suggesting that the 

photographs in question were taken specifically in order to be distributed rather 

than archived. José Van Dijck also discusses this same case, suggesting that “the 

last their makers expected these pictures to be were objects of lasting 

memory.” (Van Dijck, 2008, p 69) No, they were intended as ephemeral markers 

showing what the perpetrators of the torture were doing, and intended, 

presumably, for a very limited audience.  

Perhaps the best illustration of this intentional ephemerality of photographs when 

used purely as communication is the rise of Snapchat, a photo-sharing service the 

very nature of which is to delete content as soon as it has been seen by the 

intended recipients. Snapchat users are encouraged to communicate by means of 

instantaneous photographs, with no or minimal textual annotation, and the 

photographs are subsequently deleted from both sender and receiver’s 

smartphones within seconds. Co-founder and CEO Evan Spiegel has reported 

that Snapchat users are sending 400 million “snaps” a day on the service 

(Macmillan, 2013). The automatic deletion of Snapchat photographs affords an 

element of privacy which again confirms that these photographs are entirely 

intended as communication, as the intention is that they have no audience beyond 

the original recipients. This aspect initially led to much concern over potential uses 

for the Snapchat service, in particular concerns about teenagers 
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“sexting” (sending explicit photographs of themselves) believing their photographs 

would remain private. According to Stuart Dredge, writing for the Guardian in 

2013, “Snapchat has been associated with sexting right from its earliest days, 

despite the company's protests.” (Dredge, 2013). And whilst Snapchat’s own 

systems may have allowed for these to remain private, many users were caught 

short when using third party apps to access Snapchat, which were were found to 

be storing a copy of photographs. Photographs and videos from 200,000 users, 

primarily teenagers, assumed by users to be private were subsequently leaked. 

(Arthur, 2014.) 

Typical of the varying adoption of new technologies and the social changes they 

bring, there is some evidence of a generational divide in this aspect of 

‘photography as communication’, with older users still seeing photography 

primarily as a ‘memory tool’ whereas younger adults and especially teenagers are 

using “camera-like tools [ie, smartphones] for conversation and peer-group 

building”. (Van Dijck, 2008, p61) Here, Van Dijck draws on studies by Liechti and 

Ishikawa, (2000) and Schiano, Chen and Issacs (2002) who have researched 

approaches to photography across generations. Among the observations noted 

are the fact that “most teenagers consider their pictures to be temporary 

reminders rather than permanent keepsakes” (Van Dijck, 2008, p62). Certainly this 

seems in stark contrast to the importance placed upon family albums by older 

generations, often cited as one of the most important things to save in the case of 
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a house fire. Given the teenagers’ view of photographs as temporary, one gets the 

impression that their loss would not be viewed as such a drastic matter.  

Related to this is the sense of ephemerality in photographs posted on social 

media channels; although the images are potentially stored in perpetuity (and 

hence forming a ‘record’ of sorts) many users post communicative photographs 

with no expectation that they will be looked at or referred to again. “The archive 

has become the dominant mode not only of photographic presentation, but also 

of its production (Olson, 2008.) suggesting that social media photographs, 

including selfies, are produced entirely within the infrastructure of the archive into 

which they will be stored. 

In her article “Documentary With Ephemeral Media: Curation Practices in Online 

Social Spaces”, Ingrid Erickson concludes that we are seeing a development of 

“new digital platforms for documenting and archiving history and stories about 

specific places and for bringing people together and informing them what is salient 

in their community or in the world at large”. (Erickson, 2010, p395.) Whilst her 

article is primarily referring to the geolocation of photographs stored on and 

shared via the photo-sharing website Flickr, the inherent geotagging of the majority 

of modern selfies, being taking on smartphones rather than dedicated cameras, 

also form part of this new documenting and archiving, even if the likelihood is that 

the archive may never be perused. Of course the exception to this ‘creation of an 

archive’ is Snapchat as previously mentioned; apart from the convenience and 
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ease of use, one of the main drivers of its popularity was precisely its lack of 

archive. As Stuart Dredge records, “The main appeal (and thus the importance) of 

Snapchat is about ephemeral messaging, and the desire to leave less digital 

tracks.” (Dredge 2013.) 

Among the consequences of the increasing ubiquity of selfies in everyday life is 

their adoption as a theme in artistic works. A number of projects have emerged 

which take selfies as their inspiration, reimagining them into other, older, settings.  

Of particular note are the following projects based around artworks in galleries. 

Olivia Muus’s “Museum of Selfies” is a Tumblr blog originally showing her own 

photographs of paintings or statues made to look as if they are taking a selfie by 

photographing the artworks with a well-positioned smartphone-wielding hand in 

the frame. Although the blog started when she posted her own photographs using 

this technique, it is now open to all, and attracting submissions from contributors 

across the globe. 

!     ! !      !  

Selection of submissions to Museum of Selfies, by various artists. 

http://museumofselfies.tumblr.com 
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A similar trend has been started by someone who goes by the name 

“Jazus_ur_lookin_well” on Reddit. His series of “Statue Selfies” were taken for fun 

at a single visit to the Crawford Art Gallery in Cork, by simply holding his camera in 

the vicinity of each statue’s hand. Once posted on Reddit others began to follow 

suit and another internet trend was born.  

!    !  

Statue Selfies by Jazus_ur_lookin_well on Reddit.  

http://twistedsifter.com/2014/08/statue-selfies/ 

A rather different approach to this same idea was used to great effect be 

advertising agency Leo Burnett, in a series of images to act as advertisements for 

Samsung cameras. In this case they imagined that famous portraits were in fact 
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selfies, and set up a scene from a different viewpoint showing the shot being 

taken. 

!   

Advertisement for Samsung NX camera, by Ad Agency Leo Burnett 

http://adsoftheworld.com/media/print/samsung_nx_mini_masterpiece_1 

To bring things right up to date, one can hardly write about the abundance of 

selfies without making reference to this very latest in technological developments: 

the Selfie Stick, a simple extendable rod with a handle at one end and a clamp or 

bracket at the other to hold one’s smartphone or compact camera, and usually 

incorporating some method for triggering the shutter such as a Bluetooth® 

connection. Their purpose is simple, to extend the potential range of a selfie to 

that beyond the reach of the user’s arms. Whilst Professor Allard may feel an 

authentic selfie must show the extended arm of the taker, this latest development 
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does its best to remove this possibility. The much-maligned “selfie stick”, is seen 

by many as “a risible technology of which ownership is akin to the forfeiture of 

good taste” (Plante, 2014). However Chris Plante, writing for The Verge, goes on 

to state that although he was among their detractors until recently, he has since 

realised that crowds of people using selfie sticks, as now commonly seen at 

popular tourist destinations, are in fact less obstructive to the view than those with 

arms held aloft. He also points out that people using them all appear to be smiling 

rather than struggling with either the frustration of getting their whole group into 

shot at arm’s length, or the nervous wait for the self-timer to fire. This being a new 

phenomenon, there does not seem to be any ‘standardised’ form or etiquette 

regarding the use of a selfie stick, although already there are articles appearing 

suggesting there is a wrong and a right way to use one. If the stick is visible in the 

photograph, you are - apparently - “doing it wrong”. (See Hills, 2014.) 

A more thorough review of opinion online and elsewhere about the growth of 

selfies, and indeed other types of publicly shared everyday photography, will reveal 

a wide range of opinions about the phenomenon. Some will bemoan their ubiquity 

and lack of creative vision. Others will celebrate the growth and changes in 

photography as a concept, and the fact that it is now in the hands of a much 

wider range of the community that when left to professionals and keen hobbyists. 

Some will cherish the openness that social media brings, others will decry the lack 

of privacy. As these are new and constantly developing areas, the debates will 

continue for many years to come —by which time selfies may be the accepted 
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norm, and some new debate will have taken over. What does seem clear is that 

the desire to photograph oneself and one’s experiences, driven by the forefathers 

of photography in the early 1800s and continuing to the present day, will remain 

strong, and people will adopt new technologies and adapt their photographic 

practices to suit contemporary society.  

I shall leave the final word to blogger Sarah McGarva; whilst the article this is taken 

from is another specifically in defence of the Selfie Stick, this concluding 

paragraph seems apt enough to summarise my own explorations: 

“The desire to record our happy moments is nothing new; the impulse to share 

those moments with other people is no more narcissistic now than it was forty 

years ago; all that has changed is the technology we choose we utilise (and, by 

extension, how many people we happen to reach)”. (McGarva, 2014.) 
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Appendix 

Replies from personal correspondents to the question, “why do you take and publish as many 
selfies as you do?” 

• Ok so I take selfies when am feeling happy and feeling good. I share selfies because at that time 
I want to share a little happiness & love as simple as that... I try to spread the love!!!  
(Female, mid-thirties.)  

• Huh, I've never actually given it much thought, I guess probably because I like updating stuff, 
including my photos I.e. New look, different haircut, new clothes, That sort of thing really  
(Male, 19, Ophthalmology undergraduate) 

• erm i dont know i guess just for fun and you feel like taking a picture if you look good in one you 
want to show the world ? aha 
(Male, 20, care worker.) 

• First and for most I don't take selfies for anyone in particular and the reason I take them as 
opposed to someone else is because of the control I can take what I want and I think that 
comes down to me being a photographer more then anything else, I post them to my Instagram 
and sometimes my Facebook and I also use snapchat to send selfies to my friends, and to be 
honest there is a boredom factor if I'm bored I'll take a selfie haha not sure if any of this is of any 
help but there you have it.  Again I think it mainly- for me anyway- comes down to me having 
that itch to take photographs anyway and the selfie is at the end of the day a self portrait...  
(Female, 20, university student.) 

• It’s just something we all do. Especially if I’m a bit bored I’ll post a selfie and see who’s around 
to comment. And when we go out we always want to show everyone what we’re up to so this 
is how we do that.  
(Male, 17, college student.) 

• So the importance of selfies to me personally as an individual is that I use them mainly as a form 
of sharing others at how I am doing at that present moment I have taken the photo and 
uploaded. As I don't use them to show myself off, I use them to show how much fun I have with 
my friends. As others then can see what I am doing in that photo and get an idea of what my 
personality. But at the same time I use them for fun such as pulling funny faces with or without 
any friends. As it creates memories of that day and place for me to look back on how ever long 
ago it was. My personal thoughts though is that selfies are used however to show one's 
physique off mainly amongst females that wanna show off how good they look in a dress and 
etc. But for me it's about capturing those memories to remember later on  
(Male, 21, University student) 

As mentioned earlier it is fully acknowledged that this exercise is very much 
anecdotal and by no means constitutes formal research.  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