
In the field with the vernacular 
photograph: archive, community 
memory and intangible heritage

This output represents a research enquiry spanning 2014-
2020. 

It comprises three photographic-based projects: Heritage Site 
(2014-2016), Travelling the Archive (2015-2016), and 
Ghosting the Castle (2017, with book chapter, 2020). The 
research resides in the process of collaborative investigation 
of vernacular photographic archives and, through community 
engagement, the visualization of latent histories associated 
with those communities. 

Nicky Bird Ghosting the Castle, 2017
by Nicky Bird

Research in Progress Composite by Nicky Bird with David Cowie, May 2017
Photograph by John Ross Polson, late 1960s 
Courtesy of Margaret Polson and Timespan
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Ghosting the Castle, 2017
by Nicky Bird

Research in Progress, Nicky Bird with David Cowie, April 2017
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Ghosting the Castle, 2017 by Nicky Bird

Photograph by John Ross Polson, late 1960s (detail) 
Courtesy of Margaret Polson and Timespan
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Ghosting the Castle, 2017 (detail) by Nicky Bird
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Question
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How do vernacular photographs from the recent past 
and their relationship to a present-day landscape, 
reveal the cultural phenomenon of intangible forms of 
heritage within ‘fragile’* communities?

From listening to the voices of others in the context of community sustainability, how can 
collaborative photographic research, working with other disciplines, investigate why vernacular 
archival photographs remain resonant?

How does photography in its widest sense, prompt community memories and knowledge of a 
changed landscape?

What new collaborative methodologies are needed to help materialize intangible forms of 
heritage and, in relation to co-authorship, in what ways do the resulting artefacts acknowledge 
this polyvocal approach?

*The Highlands and Islands Enterprise’s definition of a fragile area is 
“characterized by weakening of communities through population loss, low incomes, 
limited employment opportunities, poor infrastructure and remoteness.” (2007). 
‘Sustainability’ is now the more commonly used term.



Research 
Output

In the field with the vernacular photograph: 
archive, community memory and intangible 
heritage represents a research enquiry 
spanning 2014-2020. It comprises of three 
projects: Heritage Site (2014-2016), Travelling 
the Archive (2015-2016), and Ghosting the 
Castle (2017, authored chapter, 2020). 

The research took place in three Scottish 
villages with socio-economic challenges. 
Vernacular photographs - from national, local, 
and personal archives - were key starting 
points. The subsequent processes of 
collaborative investigation therefore involved 
archivists, community members and heritage 
groups. How to visualize the latent histories 
associated with specific communities, and 
related archives, was therefore identified 
through archival research, on-location 
fieldwork and community engagement. Slides 
5-25 show the the research enquiry’s final 
outputs. 

Heritage Site, 2014-2016: Ghosting the Castle, 2017:
Westwood House, Photograph by R.Braid c.1910 Photograph by John Ross Polson, 1970 
Courtesy of Dave Rennie                                                   Courtesy of Margaret Polson and Timespan
Google Map, 2014 / OS Map Linlithgowshire, 1856        Canmore Grid Reference: ND 0272 1515
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Research 
Output

Heritage Site, 2014-2016

Slides 6-10 show this project’s multi-media installation, 
exhibited in the group show ‘Alt-w,’ City Art Centre, 
Edinburgh. The installation comprised of a postcard, one 
panorama landscape photograph, a 3D house model, digital 
projection, concealed scent and audio detailed below:

• Photographic postcard of Westwood House c.1910
• C-type panorama photograph of the Five Sisters, 2014, 

on Di-Bond, 40 x 135cm
• 1:12 scale House model:162cm long, 98 cm wide, 78cm at 

highest point displayed directly on floor, with one interior 
light

• 1:12 scale chairs, bed
• 3 scents in concealed dispensers
• Audio 11.53 minutes in Speaker-in-a-box-sensor. Voice of 

Isabella Mason Kirk
• Digital Animation projection 1.40 minutes of Westwood 

House within the Five Sisters, based on LiDAR data. 
Looped and projected onto the side of the house at an 
angle using Optoma HD1 42X projector 
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Heritage Site, 2016 by Nicky Bird



Heritage Site, 2016, in ‘Alt-w’ group show,
City Art Centre, Edinburgh Arts Festival, 20167



Well, here you are tae ask me about 

ma time living in Westwood House.  

Ah well, ah remember it very well, 

actually, because there were so 

many interestin things that ah liked 

about it.  One was the garden, wi aw 

the auld fashioned flowers an the 

roses hangin, ye could smell them 

for miles, and beautiful 

rhodiedendrums, of every hue, 

would come fae countries abroad, 

wouldn't they?

Voice of Isabella Mason Kirk:

Please play 

‘Bird_7526_In_the_Field_Audio_File.mp3’ 

on the USB stick now.

“Well, here you are tae ask me about ma time 

living in Westwood House.  

Ah well, ah remember it very well, actually, 

because there were so many interestin things 

that ah liked about it.  

One was the garden, wi aw the auld fashioned 

flowers an the roses hangin, ye could smell 

them for miles, and beautiful rhodiedendrums, 

of every hue, would come fae countries 

abroad, wouldn't they?”

Heritage Site, 2016, in ‘Alt-w’ group show,
City Art Centre, Edinburgh Arts Festival, 2016
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Intermittent scents:

Scorched earth
Rhododendron

Heritage Site, 2016, in ‘Alt-w’ group show,
City Art Centre, Edinburgh Arts Festival, 2016
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Heritage Site, 2016, in ‘Alt-w’ group show,
City Art Centre, Edinburgh Arts Festival, 2016
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http://nickybird.com/projects/heritage-site-2014-2016/


Research 
Output

Travelling the Archive, 2015-2016

Slides 11-16 consist of photographic documentation of multiple 
large scale outdoor projections in the village of Kyleakin, Isle of 
Skye, featuring the Joan Wilcock Collection, Courtesy of the Skye 
and Lochalsh Archive Centre. The final outputs of this project 
consisted of the following:

• 4 multiple site-specific life-size projections (Project 
launch night only, 17 March 2016)

• 2 semi-permanent outdoor photo-banners

• 1 semi-permanent outdoor photo-vinyl banner
• Bird, N. Travelling the Archive: Uncovering memory in 

Kyleakin with the Joan Wilcock Collection. 36 pages, 
Skye: Atlas Arts, 2016. ISBN 978-0-9935620-0-6

• Memory walk postcard

Four of the five outputs remained in Kyleakin for community led-
events, such as school projects, which took place Spring/Summer 
2016.
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Travelling the Archive, 2016 by Nicky Bird

Parish Church, Main St, Kyleakin, Isle of Skye

https://issuu.com/atlasarts0/docs/travelling_the_archive


Travelling the Archive, 2016.
Parish Church, Main St, 
Kyleakin, Isle of Skye



Travelling the Archive, 2016.
Parish Church, Main St, 
Kyleakin, Isle of Skye



Travelling the Archive, 2016.
Kyleside,
Kyleakin, Isle of Skye



Methods

Travelling the Archive, 2016.
Part-time Post Office, Kyleside,
Kyleakin, Isle of Skye



Travelling the Archive, 2016
Harbour slipway, Kyleside,
Kyleakin, Isle of Skye

https://nickybird.com/projects/travelling-the-archive-2015-2016/


Research 
Output

Ghosting the Castle, 2017

Slides 17-24 show this project’s final outputs 
that include the creation of a fold-out map, 
and 5 site-specific viewfinder devices installed 
at key locations in the village of Helmsdale. 
Archival photographs courtesy of Timespan, 
David Cowie and Margaret Polson:

• 1 postcard detail on A4 Perma Jet 
film

• 4 Kodak Retina Viewfinders with 
archival photographs printed onto 
Perma Jet film

• Edition of fold-out maps, OS 
Landranger size 1000 x 753 mm, 
Wild Pansy Press

• 3 outdoor photo-vinyl banners of 
panorama composite
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Ghosting the Castle, 2017 by Nicky Bird

Kodak Retina Viewfinder with photograph by John Ross Polson, late 1960s 
Courtesy of Margaret Polson and Timespan



Ghosting the Castle, 2017:  
Timespan, Lilleshall Street,
Helmsdale, Sutherland



Ghosting the Castle, 2017:  
Shore Street
Helmsdale, Sutherland



Ghosting the Castle, 2017:  
A9 Stafford Street
Helmsdale, Sutherland



Ghosting the Castle, 2017:  
Old Telford Bridge
Helmsdale, Sutherland



Ghosting the Castle, 2017: 
Couper Park, 
Helmsdale, Sutherland

https://www.nickybird.com/projects/ghosting-the-castle/




Ghosting the Castle, 2017
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https://nickybird.com/projects/a-map-between-archive-and-memory/
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Book Chapter

Ghosting the Castle: the case of (re)landscaping in a 
Northern place 

This chapter addresses photography’s relationship to the 
phenomenon of intangible heritage through critical reflection of 
this project completed in 2017. In particular the chapter 
attends to how photographs, in the context of Helmsdale as a 
‘remote’ village, triggered divergent community memories, 
viewpoints and speculations, including those who had no direct 
memory of the castle at all. The chapter also disseminates the 
project’s methodology, arguing that as an ’oral-walking 
framework,’  it builds upon both the work of Annette Kuhn and 
Martha Langford. Through close reading of specific 
‘vernacular’ archive photographs and their uses in tourist 
information boards, the chapter reveals how these uses and the 
term ‘picturesque’ mask the significance of the photographer’s 
original intentions. Through this particular site and depictions of 
change, the chapter reflects on how a diverse range of 
‘landscape’ photographs, belonging to the recent past, come to 
connect with present-day concerns about heritage, 
conservation, erosion and community sustainability.

Bird, Nicky.’ Ghosting the Castle: the case of (re)landscaping in 
a Northern place,’ in C. Goldie and D. White (eds), Critical 
Approaches to Proximity and Distance in Northern Landscape 
Photography,141-159, Transcript Verlag Bielefield (2020). 
ISBN: 978-3-8376-4950-5. 6,000 words with illustrations.



Research 
Output

26

The aims are:

• To investigate the relationship 
of vernacular photographs 
from the recent past and their 
relationship to a present-day 
landscape through 
collaboration with individuals 
and groups from specific 
communities of less than 1000 
people

• To reveal the role vernacular 
photographs play in the 
cultural phenomenon of 
intangible forms of heritage 
within such communities, as 
expressed by that community 
in diverse ways

• To enlarge understandings of 
the vernacular photograph in 
these contexts

• To test how the process of a 
socially engaged 
photographic research might 
enable such communities to 
materially express their 
visual, textual and oral voices 
in relation to family and 
social history, place-making 
and heritage themes

• To develop new collaborative 
methodologies that are 
appropriate to archive, 
community narrative and 
memory prompted by an 
original photograph

The objectives are:

• To identify and develop 
specific collaborations and 
partnerships across arts 
organizations, archives, 
community planning and 
heritage groups

• To conduct location work in 
small towns and villages that 
have been considered fragile 
rural areas (Scottish 
Government, 2013)

• To develop and realize a 
project series that is specific 
to those sites and the 
particular photographic 
archive, yet makes a 
distinctive contribution to the 
overall research enquiry 

• To produce compelling examples of lens-
based artefacts and critical reflections 
that contribute to the fields of 
collaborative research processes; 
photography and cultural memory; 
heritage and place-making 

• To disseminate the resulting artefacts and 
reflective scholarly critical thinking to a 
shared community of interests concerned 
with notions of place across arts and 
heritage, local history groups, 
photography and cultural memory to 
urban thinkers 

• To demonstrate how community-based 
narratives. combining personal and 
collective memory with locally-based 
social history, reverberate to 
contemporary questions of environment 
and sustainability



Context

Introduction

In 2013, the Scottish Government’s consultation on place-making, 
future success and sustainability, identified fragile rural areas 
existing near Scotland’s cities (NPF3, 2013). Since then there is 
further recognition “that SIMD in rural areas need to be 
understood differently from urban experiences of deprivation” 
(Thomson, 2016, in Bird, 2020). In 2013-14, this enquiry began in 
West Calder, West Lothian, a village with a population of 766, 
17 miles from Edinburgh, followed by working in two coastal 
villages in Northern Scotland: Kyleakin, Isle of Skye (population 
of 976), and Helmsdale, Sutherland (population of 820). These 
communities share on-going legacies of the decline of key local 
industries (herring fishing and oil shale mining for West Calder). 
For Kyleakin and Helmsdale, decline was compounded by major 
20th Century road transport developments that effectively by-
passed the villages. All three villages have a strong sense of 
identity and heritage rooted in an industrial past. At times of 
fluidity, Anthony Cohen notes, “the reality of community lies in its 
members’ perception of the vitality of its culture.” (Cohen, 1985, 
in Bird, 2016).

Fragile Areas Map (detail), Scottish Government 2012-13

Kyleakin, Isle of Skye (Left) 
Helmsdale, Sutherland (Right)
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Context
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Research Field

Across the three projects, community memories and 
narratives responded to specific vernacular 
photographs and remnants in the local landscape. In 
these narratives, heritage moves between physical 
evidence to demolished landmarks, and 
consequently between tangible and intangible forms 
of heritage. Raphael Samuel prophetically remarks, 
“Heritage, in short, so far from being a stationary 
state, is continually shedding its old character and 
metamorphosing into something else” (Samuel 2012 
[1994]). In the 21st Century, the age of “digital 
heritage objects” and heritage visualisation, Stuart 
Jeffrey and others (2018) are alert to emerging 
forms of community-based “intangible cultural 
heritage,” which according to UNESCO, “can only 
be heritage when it is recognized as such by the 
communities, groups or individuals that create, 
maintain and transmit it – without their recognition, 
nobody else can decide for them that a given 
expression or practice is their heritage.” (2018). 
(Also see Bird, 2020).

This leads to consideration of vernacular 
photographs and the artist’s role, an outsider to the 
communities in question, yet working with their 
memories and knowledge. Critical appraisal of 
vernacular photography and artistic appropriation 
is relevant background. Geoffrey Batchen argues 
against uncovering a photograph’s lost meaning, in 
favour of articulating “the intelligibility of these 
objects for our time.” (Batchen, 2001). For artists, 
such as John Stezaker, vernacular photographs are 
‘ready-mades’ to be given new meanings. Yet 
Martha Langford has critiqued artistic 
appropriations of vernacular photographs which still 
retain their indexical link to “lives lived” (Langford, 
2008). This includes the original photographer, as 
Annebella Pollen points out how under the 
generalized term of vernacular photography “… 
several more specific categories of photography –
from the casual “snapshooter” to the “dedicated 
amateur” may shelter.” (Pollen, 2015). The power of 
“lives lived” has been harnessed in artworks 
addressing epic events that impacted 

on millions of people; this has included moving 
vernacular photographs from personal or public 
archives into resonant public sites. Examples include 
Shimon Attie’s The Writing on the Wall, 1991-92 
(slide projections of pre-WWII photographs of 
Berlin’s Jewish street life in their original locations); 
Danny Boyle’s 14-18-Now mass participatory Pages 
of the Sea, 2018, (large-scale beach portraits 
deriving from WWI studio photographic portraits of 
named individuals). 

However, when vernacular photographs feature 
living people and are attached to living memories 
of changed or even demolished places, the artist is 
in the field of ‘memory work’ that requires “…not 
merely to analyze but also to understand – that is to 
try and enter the memory-world of the text, the 
account, the performance...” (Kuhn, 2008). For 
Annette Kuhn, inter-subjectivity and negotiation are 
both crucial. Therefore, the final artefacts that result 
from the memory-worlds of vernacular photographs 
and the narratives that they facilitate, are 
collaborative.  



Context

This has implications for artistic authorship 
where polyvocality should be fully recognized. 
The importance of a collaborator’s agency as 
part of art processes has been central to 
influential contemporary art debates (Beech 
2008, Bishop 2006). These interrogate artistic 
conflations of the terms agency, participation 
and collaboration. Dave Beech argues how 
collaborators should share authorial rights and 
“…make fundamental decisions about key 
structural features of the work.” (Beech, 2008). 

This overarching context has mapped out the 
fields of photography and cultural memory, 
heritage and place-making, collaborative 
practices and artistic authorship. This will now 
be demonstrated in specific contextual 
discussion of the research enquiry’s three 
projects. 
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Fragile Areas Map, Scottish Government
Heritage Site, West Calder, West Lothian
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Heritage Site 2014-2016 

This project worked with an Edwardian 
photographic postcard of a house and the 
memories of Isabella Mason Kirk, who once 
lived there as a girl. Her family were one of 
twelve mining families renting rooms in 
Westwood House during the 1930s. The house 
is now buried deep within a major industrial 
heritage landmark known as the Five Sisters. 
On the edge of West Calder, 240 metres high, 
the Five Sisters are spoil heaps, products of the 
oil shale mining industry active in the area 
from the 19th century until 1962. Since the 
demise of this industry, the site has been the 
subject of national and local authority concern 
(Scottish Office, 1975); Land Art (Artist 
Placement Group: John Latham, 1976); Geo-
Science (Barbra Harvie, 2004), and 
community-led town planning activities (The 
West Calder Community Action Plan, 2013-
2018). Once considered eyesores, the Five 
Sisters have now completed their 

transformation from utilitarian industrial 
structures to being a nationally recognised
heritage site when given Scheduled Ancient 
Monument status in the 1990s. Mason Kirk’s 
story is an oral one, told through a postcard 
that predates her family’s time of living there. 
The house, in archaeological terms, is 
impossible to reach. However, Mason Kirk’s 
story, and the postcard, bring other layers of 
history to the Five Sisters, and also intangible 
forms of cultural heritage that belong to the 
domestic, familial sphere. 

Having established the specific context of 
Heritage Site within the research enquiry’s 
larger context, how this community memory 
required a cross-disciplinary methodology of 
art, archaeology and heritage visualisation
will be explained in the Methodology section. 

Heritage Site 2014-2016: 
Five Sisters (Detail from Panorama)
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Travelling the Archive, 2015-2016: 
Kyleakin ‘Slipway Closed’ (detail)

Travelling the Archive, 2015-2016

This project worked with a collection of over 
400 35mm Kodachrome slides of the Isle of 
Skye taken between 1959-1973 by an English 
tourist, Joan Wilcock (1895-1994). Gifted to 
the Highland Council Archive in 2008, the 
collection came to the Skye & Portree Library 
& Archives with little contextual information. It 
included many unidentified portraits of people 
including children, who transpired to be still 
living in the village of Kyleakin. Once the 
‘gateway to Skye’ Kyleakin experienced 
significant social and economic impacts when 
its ferry service ceased to operate with the 
opening of the Skye Bridge in 1995. In this 
context, a particular community of voices gave 
meaning to the Wilcock collection that pointed 
to a form of 1960s heritage that was not 
immediately apparent in the present-day 
location. This is where local people are not 
simply “context providers” (Pollen, 2016). 

How they looked at the images, and what they 
had to say about them was significant (Kuhn, 
2007; MacDonald, 2015). Narratives moved 
between past and present, from the personal 
to a collective portrait of a once tight-knit 
community that had significantly altered since 
Wilcock visited. These narratives from living 
subjects also challenged artistic appropriation 
of the Wilcock images, along with the 
definitions of ‘found’ and ‘vernacular’ 
photographs so popular within contemporary 
art practice (Langford, 2008). 

Central to the project’s methodology was to 
move this collection from the archive to the 
location it was originally associated with, in 
order to share the1960s heritage of the 
Kyleakin community. This was through both the 
collaborative research process and the final 
artefacts. 



Context
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Ghosting the Castle, 2017: 
Helmsdale, Kodak Retina Viewfinder in situ 

(detail)

Ghosting the Castle 2017

This project investigated the layered histories 
and issues related to Helmsdale’s medieval 
castle, and the A9 bridge which replaced it in 
1972. Vernacular photographs were located 
in the archives of Timespan, National Records 
of Scotland and Historic Environment Scotland, 
alongside family albums belonging to 
community members. Photographs triggered 
divergent memories and viewpoints, including 
whether the castle could have been saved to 
how the A9 bridge would change village life. 
As a coastal village in Sutherland on the 
North-East Scotland, Helmsdale faces 
particular challenges related to its “economical 
remoteness” (Highlands & Islands Enterprise, 
2007; Timespan, 2017; Bird, 2020). 

In this context, forms of memory work (Kuhn, 
2008) took place on location. General 
knowledge of the uses of photography within 
present-day archaeological and planning 
practices, shaped a critical edge to ‘what if’ 

questions raised by community members (Bird, 
2020, see Slide 25). The relationship between 
vernacular photography, unofficial knowledge 
and memory also led to questions of heritage 
destruction and preservation. (Samuel, 1994, 
2012). This leads to photography and its 
relationship to forms of community-based 
‘intangible cultural heritage,’ which can only be 
determined by the community itself (UNESCO, 
2018). The production of new landscape 
photographic works also had to navigate the 
pitfalls of ‘the picturesque’ (Taylor, 1994; 
Wells, 2011), and contemporary tropes of 
absence and aftermath scenes (Campany, 
2003). Consequently, the project’s outputs 
were realized through extending Langford’s 
notion of an oral framework (2006) by the 
development of an ‘oral and walking 
framework’ methodology that would embed 
co-authorship in the creation of a memory 
map. 



Methods

As stated earlier, the research resides in the enquiry’s 
process of collaborative investigation of vernacular 
photographic archives, and through community 
engagement, the visualization of latent histories 
associated with those communities. 

Collaboration is central in the overarching 
methodology. The nature of these collaborations and 
their methodological contributions within the research 
process itself are as follows:

• Archivists from the local archive (Slide 34) 

• Community engagement practitioners (Slide 35)

• Individual community members (Slide 36)

• Key individuals attached to Local History Society 
and Groups (Slide 37)

• Visualization researchers and artists from other 
disciplines (Slides 38, 39)

Ghosting the Castle, 2017:

Oral-walking workshop, Helmsdale, September 2017
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Methods

Archivists of the local archive, such as Anne MacDonald, 
Archivist, Skye and Lochalsh Archive Centre, Portree on Isle of 
Skye and Jo Clements, Archive Development Manager, 
Timespan, Helmsdale. While both facilitated my primary 
archival research in conventional ways, each was an active 
collaborator. In the case of MacDonald, it was her recognition 
of the benefits to the archive of taking the Joan Wilcock 
Collection to the community itself. 

This led to our co-facilitating a series of discursive 
workshops held in Kyleakin with the full index cards. 
Kyleakin Local History Members were able to see and 
interact collectively with the collection in its entirety. This 
generated more contextual information about the collection. 
However the key insights that emerged from these 
workshops were the forms of memory work that they 
generated, from a community who have since lived through 
the social and economic impacts of both the Skye Bridge and 
the decline of herring fishing. This included vivid descriptions 
of local people watching tourist coaches turn away rather 
than pay the controversial tolls on the Skye Bridge (1995-
2004).

Travelling the Archive, 2015-2016:

Workshop with Archivist Anne MacDonald and Community Members, 
Kyleakin, May 2015
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Methods

Community engagement practitioners, such 
as Alan Tuffs, STAR Development Group 
http://www.stardevelopmentgroup.org/. From 
his knowledge of the West Calder area and 
involvement in community town action plans, in 
2014 we co-designed and co-facilitated the 
community event ‘Now and then…Now?’ This 
featured photographs, personal artefacts and 
shared stories by West Calder community 
members relating to community fragility, 
resilience and recent rural/industrial histories. 
Local heritage and histories, as part of the 
area’s green, built and cultural assets, were 
identified in community discussion on future 
directions. These included establishing the 
Calder History Group and the proposition of 
a new media archaeology and photography 
project on the story of a buried house within 
the Five Sisters Shale bings. 

This leads to Individual community members. 

Heritage Site, 2014-2016:

Memory map workshop with Alan Tuffs and Community Members, 
West Calder, September 2014
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http://www.stardevelopmentgroup.org/


Methods

Individual community members:
David Cowie, retired civil engineer, son of a 
Helmsdale Fisherman

In Ghosting the Castle, we created a walking route
drawing from David’s background and knowledge. 
He pointed out features in the present-day 
landscape which evidenced the original land mass, 
lowered to build the A9 modern bridge. He used 
other features, such as the bridge’s street lights, to 
help visualise the 1960s land-line, where the castle 
ruins, 7 metres high, had originally stood on 7 metres 
of land. This example of an oral-walking 
framework is supported by on-location 
photography and cross referenced with archival 
sources. Further landscape photography included 
overlay composite techniques (see Slides 1, 2). 
David would refine the placement of the 1960s 
image within the research photograph. This was done 
in relation to his knowledge of a cut embankment 
obscured by the modern bridge in the new 
photograph.

This process would be embedded in the project’s final 
outputs. Ghosting the Castle, 2017:

An oral walking framework with David Cowie, showing route, evidence photographs 
Aerial view of Bridge and site of Castle, 1971© HES (John Dewar Collection), 

Helmsdale, April 2017
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Methods

Key individuals attached to Local History Society and 
Groups 
Caroline Clouston, Chairperson 
Margaret Macrae, Committee Member
Kyleakin Local History Society

In Travelling the Archive, Caroline and Margaret were my key 
collaborators, from creating a memory walk through the 
village, to facilitating wider community participation in 
reminiscence sessions and also editing over 400 images to 
22 key photographs for the project’s final souvenir booklet 
(Bird, Travelling the Archive, 2016). For this, they also 
produced a collaboratively written text reflecting voices of 
the archivist, local history society members and other 
community participants. The resulting narrative, which was 
accompanied by present-day location photography
alongside the selected archival photographs, reflected on 
village life, shaped by the 1960s ferry and fishing industries. 
It also included specific family stories and memories of Miss 
Wilcock as a regular visitor to Kyleakin. Caroline and 
Margaret actively contributed to revealing, what Kuhn et al 
have described, the mnemonic value of an archive collection. 

Travelling the Archive, 2015-2016:

Margaret Macrae in archive workshop, 
Insert image of her mother Helen (Nellie) Macrae

by Miss Joan Wilcock, 1960 
Kyleakin, May 2015
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https://issuu.com/atlasarts0/docs/travelling_the_archive


Methods

Visualization researchers and artists from other disciplines
The School of Simulation & Visualisation, GSA: Dr Stuart 
Jeffrey, Reader in Heritage Visualisation
Mike Marriott, Lecturer in 3D Modelling and Animation 
Clare Graham, PGT Student, MSc International Heritage 
Visualisation

In Heritage Site, the story of a buried house within a 
scheduled monument required cross-disciplinary methods from 
art, archaeology and heritage visualization. This 
collaboration with the GSA’s School of Simulation and 
Visualization addressed the challenge of visualization in the 
face of minimal physical evidence. Responding to Isabella 
Mason Kirk’s oral account and the postcard, and with his 
background in archaeology, Stuart plotted the location of the 
house within the Five Sisters Bings through initial overlay 
mapping (See Slide 5). Mike’s 3D computor modeling
formed the basis for the point cloud animations of house 
and bings created by Clare (See Slides 6-8). The 3D model
prompted further knowledge about the back of the house 
where Mason Kirk’s family and others lived.

Heritage Site, 2016:

Heritage Visualization: house location inside the Five Sisters, using point cloud and 3D computor modeling 
with Dr Stuart Jeffrey & Mike Marriott, School of Simulation & Visualisation, GSA 
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Methods

Visualization researchers and artists from other 
disciplines:
The School of Fine Art, GSA:
Clara Ursitti, Artist

Continuing with Heritage Site, Isabella Mason Kirk’s 
reminiscence of rhododendron scent from Westwood 
House’s surrounding garden led to a commissioning 
collaboration with an artist from GSA with an 
olfactory practice. Clara’s expertise is in working the 
social and psychological aspects of scent, 
speculative fiction and memory. Along with her 
attention to context in relation to these themes, the 
methods involved Clara creating three contrasting 
scents that first responded to the artist listening to 
Mason Kirk’s oral account (See Slide 8 with audio file). 
The scents were developed and then tested via 
samples for Mason Kirk, who then confirmed which 
were most resonant for her. The final scents were then 
concealed within the installation, and intermittently 
released contributing to, what Clara would describe as 
non-verbal and non-visual experiences for viewers 
within the final installation.

Heritage Site, 2016:

Scent production by Clara Ursitti
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Methods
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Ghosting the Castle, 2017:

Archival findings, 
From National Records of Scotland, Edinburgh to 

Workshop exhibition, Timespan, Helmsdale (detail)

Conclusion

Through a collaborative research process, in 
which vernacular photographs are mnemonic 
tools, this section has discussed specific 
collaborations and their methodological 
contributions within the research process itself. 
The methods have emerged in order to 
materialise particular forms of intangible 
heritage. 

The overall methodology has its roots in a 
previous photo-ethnographic, community 
based research project (Bird, 2007-2010; 
2016), and reflects my continuing development 
of, what has been described, as a visual 
ethnographic methodology (Lloyd, 2007). 

Consequently, this methodology has continued 
to be refined throughout the span of this 
research enquiry from 2014 to the present, 
drawing from other disciplines at key points, 
such as Archaeology (non-invasive methods), 
Cultural Memory Studies (collective 
reminiscence workshops), Heritage 
Visualisation (3D datasets) and Social History 
(the life history interview). 

The relationship of the vernacular photograph 
with these disciplines is underpinned by 
contemporary photographic research, both in 
practical and theoretical ways.



Contribution 
to the field

This research enquiry contributes to the fields 
of archival practices, arts and heritage, 
cultural memory and photography. This is 
through the development of transferable 
methodologies and accompanying key insights 
that demonstrate how vernacular photographs 
from the recent past, and their relationship to 
a present-day landscape, reveal the cultural 
phenomenon of intangible forms of heritage 
within specific ‘fragile’ communities. 

This enquiry expands understandings of the 
ways in which photography prompts community 
memories and knowledge of a changed 
landscape. Through listening to the voices of 
others in the context of community 
development and sustainability, questions 
related to hidden heritage have emerged. In 
response, collaborative methodologies help 
materialize intangible forms of heritage as 
expressed by community members.

Ghosting the Castle, 2017 by Nicky Bird

Research in Progress, Nicky Bird with David Cowie, April 2017
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Contribution 
to the field
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Each individual project evidences the capacity 
of the over-arching methodology to adapt and 
extend, as appropriate to the specific 
community memory. In the case of Heritage Site 
and a buried house, this was a cross-disciplinary 
methodology of art, archaeology and heritage 
visualization; for Travelling the Archive, this was 
the discursive workshops which moved a 
collection from the archive to the location and 
community it depicted; for Ghosting the Castle, a 
civil engineering viewpoint was incorporated 
into the project’s oral and walking methodology 
within a re-landscaped coastal peninsular. 

Challenges have shaped the direction of the 
methodology and the resulting artefacts. For 
example, aesthetics of the first 3D computer 
animation of Westwood House alienated early 
peer-group audiences as too sterile, and at 
odds with Isabella Mason Kirk’s evocative story-
telling. This led to re-thinking of Heritage Site as 
an installation, with the model more akin to a 
doll’s house. 

The Joan Wilcock collection, originally donated 
to the Skye and Lochalsh Archive, featured 
many unidentified children. This raised ethical 
questions related to living subjects, and their 
consent, if such images were to become artworks 
in the public domain. As individuals began to be 
identified, informed consent was managed as 
part of the project, in partnership with local 
people, the archive and the commissioning arts 
organization.

Local communities taking ownership of events, 
running groups and educational activities either 
during or after a project, have been valuable 
outcomes. In West Calder, the Calder History 
Group was established during a series of 
Knowledge Exchange workshops with myself in 
2014, leading to their first Community Open 
Meeting in 2015. From March-September 2016, 
the Kyleakin Local Historical Society were 
empowered to run the project’s second phase, 
conducting guided walks and school workshops 
on location, with Heritage Lottery support.

This research enquiry has brought together art 
commissioners, archivists, curators, funders, 
alongside local history groups to community 
engagement practitioners. The significance of 
the polyvocal has led to the realization of multi-
media artefacts and are, in turn, embedded 
with a level of community co-authorship. 

Critical reflective writing has elaborated on 
these areas and how questions of intangible 
heritage reverberate with contemporary 
concerns about conservation, environmental 
erosion and community sustainability. Therefore, 
this output has contributed to the 
interdisciplinary field outlined above, which has 
increasingly recognized the potency of 
community-based narratives that combine 
personal and collective memory with locally-
based social history. 



Dissemination
This research enquiry has been disseminated through exhibitions, lead artist 
and community-led events, talks, national and international conferences, and 
published writings.  As illustrated by the following itinerary, the dissemination 
strategy includes local community based activities relevant to the collaborators, 
alongside national and international activities to reach audiences that reflect 
the community of interests as outlined in the previous section.

Group exhibitions
Alt-w (featuring Heritage Site)
City Art Centre, Edinburgh Arts Festival, Edinburgh, Scotland
29 July - 28 August 2016

Media Archaeology: Excavations (featuring Heritage Site)
NEoN Digital Arts Festival, Dundee, Scotland 
9 – 12 November 2017

Practising Landscape: Land, Histories and Transformations (featuring Heritage 
Site)
The Lighthouse, Glasgow, Scotland 
25 January - 22 March 2020 

Sharing a View: Contemporary Art from Glasgow (featuring Ghosting the 
Castle) Luxun Academy of Fine Arts, Shenyang, China, X October - 7 
November 2020; The Academy of Arts & Design, Tsinghua University, Beijing, 
China, 20 November - 4 December 2020; Academy of Fine Arts, Guangzhou, 
China, 29 December 2020 – 28 January 2021
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Heritage Site, 2016 Top image: Ghosting the Castle, 2017

Bottom image: courtesy of Alicia Bruce                            Bottom image: Travelling the Archive, 2016
Press photograph by Colin Hattersley

https://northeastofnorth.com/event/media-archaeology-excavations/
https://readingthelandscapesite.com/2020/01/24/practicing-landscape-land-histories-and-transformation/
http://gsapress.blogspot.com/2020/11/media-release-sharing-view-contemporary.html


Dissemination

Events and site specific exhibitions
Now and Then… Now?
West Calder Community Education Centre, West Calder, Scotland
25 September 2014

Co-organized with Alan Tuffs, STAR Development Group
In partnership with The Calder History Group of the West Calder & 
Harburn Community Development Trust

Travelling the Archive 
Kyleakin, Isle of Skye, Scotland 
19 March - 9 September 2016
In partnership with Atlas Arts, Kyleakin Local History Society, Atlas Arts

Programme of events: Maritime Historian’s talk, Souvenir booklet 
launch, outdoor projection exhibition, semi-permanent photo banner 
installations with guided memory walks, 19 March 2016
Spring/Summer series of guided walks and educational workshops 
led by Kyleakin Local History Society and Atlas Arts, 
Spring/Summer 2016. Closing event, part of Photography Scotland 
Season 2016, 9 September 2016
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Heritage Site, 2016 Travelling the Archive, 2016

Bottom image: Travelling the Archive, 2016                    Bottom image: Travelling the Archive, 2016
School Children’s workshop

https://www.westcalder.org/calder-history-group/
http://www.stardevelopmentgroup.org/
https://atlasarts.org.uk/2016/11/08/travelling-the-archive-opening-event/


Dissemination

Events and site specific exhibitions continued
burngrange70 Commemoration Event & Exhibition (featuring Heritage Site)
Union Square, West Calder, Scotland
14, 15 January 2017

Ghosting the Castle 2017 
Timespan, Helmsdale, Scotland 
19 May and 15/16 September 2017
In partnership with Timespan and Timespan’s Heritage Group

Series of talks, walks, workshops including project closing event:

Mapping Helmsdale Castle walking workshop; artist talk on archive 
findings and memories, architectural technologist talk on visualizing 
the castle as ‘grand design’ and performance from community 
member, 19 May 2017. Exhibition of archival photographs, launch 
of memory map ‘between archive and memory,’ guided walks to 
sited works, and closing event of talks. Part of Flow Photofest, an 
international photography festival taking place across the northern 
Highlands and Islands, 15/16 September, 2017
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Ghosting the Castle, 2017 by Nicky Bird

https://www.nickybird.com/projects/ghosting-the-castle/


Dissemination
Conference presentations
‘On a Scottish Rural Edge’
Of the Earth: Art, Photography, Writing and the Environment
Plymouth University, UK, 24-25 October 2014 

‘Heritage Site: visualizing an unreachable heritage’ (with Dr Stuart Jeffrey)
21st European Association of Archaeologists Glasgow 2015, 
University of Glasgow, UK, 2-5 September 2015 

‘Heritage Site: materializing an unreachable heritage’ (with Dr Stuart Jeffrey)
Material Culture in Action: Practices of making, collecting and re-enacting art and design, 
Glasgow School of Art, UK, 7-8 September 2015

'Travelling the Archive: Uncovering memory in Kyleakin with the Joan Wilcock Collection’
4th International Conference of Photography & Theory): Photography & the Everyday
Nicosia, Cyprus, 2-4 December 2016

Ghosting the Castle: reflections on methodologies and outcomes
Through a Northern Lens: Place Image, Archaeology and Heritage
Glasgow School of Art, 23 October 2017

‘Ghosting the Castle: the case of (re)landscaping in a Northern place,’
Northern Light: Critical Approaches to Proximity and Distance in Northern Landscape Photography, 
Sheffield Hallam University, UK, 2-3 July 2018 

‘On the cusp: artist, community and intangible heritage’
Contemporary Art in the Heritage Experience, 
Newcastle University, UK, 29-30 July 2019 

Guest Artist Talks
‘Peripheral Visions: Photography & Placemaking’
The Academy of Urbanism, Stills, Edinburgh, 24 November 2014 

‘Prompts for talking: the role of the family photograph in narratives of ‘placemaking’
Archiving Matters 
True North, Timespan, Helmsdale 17-19 March 2015

‘Pictures, Places and Living Memory: Beneath the Surface / Hidden Place to Heritage 
Site’
Pictures, Places and Living Memory with Annette Kuhn
Queen Mary University of London, London 13 June 2015

‘How to commission an artist and incorporate cultural planning into your approach.’
The Art of Placemaking Central Scotland Green Network (CSGN) Forum, 
Glasgow School of Art, Glasgow, 21 June 2016

‘Heritage Site’ (co-presenting with Dr Stuart Jeffrey)
NEON Mini Symposium
Dundee, 10 November 2017

‘Ghosting the Castle: A map between Archive and Memory’
The Representation of  Memory: Activating Archives
Regents University, London, 14 June 2019

‘Layered Over’
Aerial Landscapes
Flat Time House, London, 19 October 2019

http://www.gsa.ac.uk/life/gsa-events/events/t/through-a-northern-lens/
https://northeastofnorth.com/event/mini-symposium-2/


Dissemination

Authored Published Works 

Bird, N. ‘Whither the Roots? Photographing the erased home,’ in M. Arnold 
and M.Meskimmon (eds), Home/Land: Women, Citizenship, Photographies, 
325-341, Liverpool: Liverpool University Press, 2016. ISBN 978-1-78138-
280-6

Bird, N. Travelling the Archive: Uncovering memory in Kyleakin with the Joan 
Wilcock Collection. 36 pages, Skye: Atlas Arts, 2016. ISBN 978-0-
9935620-0-6

Bird, N. ‘Ghosting the Castle: the case of (re)landscaping in a Northern 
place,’ in C. Goldie and D. White (eds), Northern Light: Critical Approaches 
to Proximity and Distance in Northern Landscape Photography. Transcript 
Verlag Bielefield, 2020. ISBN: 978-3-8376-4950-5
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Travelling the Archive, 2016
Photograph by Caroline Clouston

https://issuu.com/atlasarts0/docs/travelling_the_archive


Evidence
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This provides links to evidence from a range of secondary sources such as 
commissioners, galleries and museums, local history groups and a 
community development practice. These indicate how In the field with the 
vernacular photograph: archive, community memory and intangible heritage
has been recognized as part of a new generation of creative research to 
bringing the polyvocal into the public domain, whether through festivals or 
locally produced newsletters:

New Media Scotland: Alt-w I Heritage Site, Cycle 10, 2016

Pictures, Places and Living Memory, with Annette Kuhn, 13 June 2015 (for 
event description) (please click on ‘View Details’ for more information on this 
event)

Atlas Arts: Travelling the Archive / Sharing Heritage, 21 February 2016

Atlas Arts: Travelling the Archive

Atlas Arts: Travelling the Archive, Final Report, Heritage Lottery Fund –
Sharing Heritage, Summary of Achievements, 31 October 2016

BBC News: Archive images of Skye in new arts project, 23 February 2016

• Example of wide-spread media coverage that also included, The 
Scotsman, The Herald, The National, West Highland Free Press, 
February-March 2016

Ghosting the Castle, 2017 by Nicky Bird

http://www.mediascot.org/alt-w/heritagesite
https://www.eventbrite.co.uk/e/pictures-places-and-living-memory-with-annette-kuhn-tickets-16912953098
https://atlasarts.org.uk/2016/02/21/travelling-the-archive-sharing-heritage/
https://atlasarts.org.uk/projects/travelling-the-archive/
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-scotland-highlands-islands-35638945


Evidence
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Kyleakin Local Historical Society, Newsletter Autumn/Winter 2016
A Look back at Travelling the Archive – The Joan Wilcock Collection

• Also see: Newsletter Spring/Summer 2016

Skye and Lochalsh Archive Centre: ‘Travelling the Archive’: The Joan 
Wilcock Collection

Edinburgh Arts Festival: Guide (Alt-w featuring Heritage Site p.44, 
brochure p. 22) 28 July to 28 August, 2016

Calder History Group: People and place projects (featuring Heritage Site)

Photography Scotland: Season of Photography, 2017 (featuring Ghosting 
the Castle) 

BBC Gaelic TV: Mapping Helmsdale Castle (interview feature) aired 19 
May 2017

Flow Photofest: Official 2017 Programme (featuring Ghosting the Castle p. 
20, brochure p. 11)  

Skye Bridge under Construction, 1994 by John Finlayson (detail)

http://www.kyleakinlocalhistorysociety.co.uk/documents/klhs-newsletter-14.pdf
http://www.kyleakinlocalhistorysociety.co.uk/documents/klhs-newsletter-13.pdf
https://www.highlifehighland.com/skye-and-lochalsh-archive-centre/145-2/
https://www.edinburghartfestival.com/images/uploads/downloads/EAF-Guide-Digital-2016.pdf
https://www.westcalder.org/calder-history-group/
http://photographyscotland.org/2017/events.html
https://flowphotographyblog.files.wordpress.com/2017/08/flow-festival-2017-programme-web.pdf


Evidence
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NEoN Digital Arts Festival: Media Archaeology: Excavations (featuring 
Heritage Site), 9-12 November 2017

Practising Landscape: Land, Histories and Transformations (featuring 
Heritage Site), 25 January 2020 – 22 March 2020 

Practising Landscape: Land, Histories and Transformations (featuring 
Heritage Site) Exhibition Review, The Scotsman, 4 March 2020

Heritage Site, 2016 by Nicky Bird 

https://northeastofnorth.com/event/media-archaeology-excavations/
https://readingthelandscapesite.com/2020/01/29/revisiting-two-works-raging-dyke-network-2012-and-heritage-site-2014-2016/
https://www.scotsman.com/whats-on/arts-and-entertainment/art-reviews-practicing-landscape-lighthouse-toby-paterson-modern-institute-2071497
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