














New Media Baby.

(Original Project Analysis)

When [ first saw the archive ‘Invisible Girls’, produced by Anita Corbin, I was im-
mediately struck by how it created an image, not just of the girls, but also of the era
they were raised in. For me the archive was as much about social attitudes at the time
as it was about the girls themselves. For after all, the idea behind the project was that
these girls felt they had no voice in their own society, and as such established who
they were through the subcultures they belonged to. Their subculture was very much
a part of their personality and represented not just who they were, but also the area
they grew up in and the people who had influenced them. In the book ‘The language

of youth cultures’ it is stated that:

“Youth cultures are seen as the product or epitome of social change, or a barometer of

future changes” (Widdicombe and Wooffitt, 1995: 7)

I am hoping to see whether this applies to modern day subcultures, as it seemingly
did to the girls in Anita Corbin’s work. In the Visible Girls archive one theme that
was particularly prevalent was the idea that music was a major factor in the develop-
ment of subcultures. With this project I am going to show how the rise of new media
has lead to a whole new developmental method for subcultures, whereby globalisa-
tion and technical convergence are becoming as essential to developing a social iden-
tity as music is. To do this I shall be focussing on one young woman, Alex Saunders,
and how she is affected by the influences in her life and the media she consumes.

Alex is a fashion student studying in London, as well as an avid digital painter,



and as such draws on many sources for research purposes for her work.

Within his book ‘Fans, Bloggers and Gamers’, Henry Jenkins discusses how
media can affect how people perceive themselves, as well as other cultures. He talks

about the idea of ‘Pop Cosmopolitanism’ which he defines as:

“...the ways that transcultural flows of popular culture inspires new forms of

global consciousness and cultural competency” (Jenkins, 2006: 156)

He states that due to international multiculturalism, and global convergence, many
people are becoming aware of alternative media to that which is available to them
in their country of origin, and through this consumption, and subsequent assimila-
tion, of other cultures, people are looking for an escape from isolationism, a chance
to “enter a sphere of cultural experience” (Jenkins, 2006: 155). He states that by
doing so people are trying to “escape the gravitational pull of their local commu-
nities” (Jenkins, 2006: 155), they are trying to rebel. As was the case in the Invis-
ible Girls archive, the pop cosmopolitanists are trying to break away from the norm
and find some way of expressing their individuality. In a world where everyone now
has a platform to voice their thoughts and opinions, thanks to the internet, people
are looking to find some new way of expressing who they are. This is much the case
with Alex who has, based upon influences and events in her life, several characters
that she ‘acts out’ through both her clothes and manner, on a day to day basis. Each
character represents a different aspect of her personality, and as such her characters
are constantly changing, as time progresses some characters become obsolete and are

seen less and less, whilst new ones are created to replace them.



This is very similar to the Japanese craze of cosplay.

A trend that first started in Japan, cosplay (costume play) is the act of dress-
ing up as your favourite anime, film, or games character. Participants will often make
their own outfits based upon their favourite characters and then gather in social situa-
tions to show them off and pose for photo shoots, often quite famously in the Hara-

juku district of Tokyo, Japan.

“Imitating different characters on stage is no different from acting. And I like to
entertain people that way. I also want to show people that cosplaying is not only
a fun hobby, it’s a tool for mingling with others who have the same interests as
me” Chloebs de Asis , Cosplayer (http://asia.cnet.com/reviews/blog/babelmachin

¢/0,39055810,39377640,00.htm)

Cosplay in itself is a form of subculture heavily influenced by new media, as people
often produce their costumes based upon television characters. Players often join web
forums to chat to others about their favourite characters or to find out about the latest
meet. Whilst Alex’s portrayal of different characters is similar to this, it also differs in
that the characters she portrays are not technically fictional. They are representations
of her different moods and styles. Each character has a well defined background and
individual style of clothing, so you are able to ascertain her mood on any one day by
the character she chooses to portray. This could be seen as a heavily intricate form of
theatrical exhibitionism; however it is very akin to the way that the girls in Corbin’s
archive portrayed themselves. It is through the creation of original styles that subcul-

tures are able to express themselves to the rest of society, helping to establish a



sense of individuality amongst the faceless masses.

This idea of individuality expressed through costume has been around for as
long as subcultures have existed, with groups separating themselves from the main-
stream with informal uniforms. This was especially dominant in the era of punks,
whereby punks used their clothing to not only express their individuality, but also

their personality.

“They skirt around the voyeurism issue, flirt with masculine curiosity, but refuse
to submit to its masterful gaze. These girls turned being looked at into an ag-

gressive act.” (Hebdige, 1988: 28-29)

D Hebdige talks in his essay ‘Hiding in the light’, about how being viewed in society
is both objectifying and empowering. By standing out from the norm punks were in-
viting people’s curiosity, and as such their objectifications as they struggled to under-
stand, and yet at the same time those who were viewed were also being empowered.
By being watched or photographed the punks were in control, the centre of atten-
tion. They were able to portray their ‘message’, which was encoded in the way they
dressed and as such were able to distinguish themselves as individuals. In the Visible
Girls archive you can see that the girls are feeling empowered by being offered the
chance to show both their subculture and the reasons why they feel so strongly about
it. Alex portrays herself not just through her physical appearance, but by also using
online forums, blogs, and art profiles to display art pieces that she has created, depict-
ing her characters and her inspirations. This allows people from across the globe to

comment on her work, and at the same time puts her image out there in the public



domain, therefore drawing attention to both herself and her work. Through the use

of these forums Alex is also able to further develop her artistic style, and search for
more inspiration to incorporate into her own work or into her characters as she sees
fit. It is often the case that research Alex does for her fashion projects will find its
way into being incorporated into her style and as such her characters are in a constant

state of flux.

It is this idea of “hiding in the light” (Hebdige, 1988: 35) that | wanted to
incorporate into my photographic project, not just in the sense of wanting to portray
Alex, but also in that [ wanted to portray the settings and objects that inspire her. This
is why, in my project, there are two photographs for each character: one portraying
the characters style, the other portraying the characters personality in the setting of
Alex’s bedroom, where she is surrounded by the objects that fascinate and inspire
her (as many of the objects that do so, she buys). This idea of duo-representation
stemmed from the book “Youth, Culture, and Photography’, whereby it is discussing

representation in images within a studio setting.

“This can be done by going beyond the snapshot into constructing shots in the
studio. Perhaps this process, the demand for greater control over the expressive
techniques which will be put at their disposal, will lead them to seeing more out-

going uses for their photography.” (Dewdney and Lister, 1988: 107)

This made me think that by taking Alex into the studio I may be able to show a differ-
ent side to her then I would be able to show through using documentary style tech-

niques alone. The studio shots were deliberately set up to look like fashion shots



therefore concentrating more on the style of each character, the physical presence,
then the personality of the characters themselves. In juxtaposition the bedroom shots
were used to help develop personality, and I tried to achieve this through the use of
angle, pose, and composition in order to help give the viewer some contextualisation.
Here the costumes were meant to take a secondary role, helping to link back to the
studio shots and create continuity, but nevertheless it was the emotions portrayed that

took precedence in these shots.

Overall in this project I feel that [ have managed to show that, through the
use of new media, Alex has been able to establish a unique identity based within the
subculture of Pop Cosmopolitanists. Through her use of international media such
as anime movies, forums, and art profile sites she has been inspired by cosplay and
Japanese culture, and as such gone about constructing an identity which is unique to
her, but one that still follows the formula of the subcultures portrayed in the Visible
Girls archive. Exhibitionism is just as important as ever, for it helps her to express her
individuality, and the feeling of community, of talking to those similar to her whether
it is face to face or over the internet, is still as crucial as ever in the development of
her subculture. It is through the use of the internet that this has been made possible;
it has allowed Alex to branch out and assimilate other cultures into her personality,
allowed her to experience things she might not have otherwise. As such I feel that I
have been able to show that new media is just as important in the modern age as mu-
sic was to the girls in Corbin’s project. As the internet becomes more integral to our
lives I foresee that this will become an accepted norm and as such perhaps we are not

just moving towards a technical convergence, but a social one as well.
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