


Tom Wood - full text

Tom Wood is one of the most significant photographers of his generation. Born in 1951 in County 
Mayo, he lived and worked in Merseyside between 1978 and 2003, and was known locally as ‘Photie 
Man’ due to his ‘street photography’ - taking photographs almost every day for the past 40 years of 
people in pubs and clubs, local markets, ferry and bus stations, parks and football grounds.
John Berger, in 2004, wrote of Wood’s, “capacity to enter as an artist into the profound, popular, 
often inarticulate but deeply human life of the people in the place he chooses to work in. He has 
‘protected’ a Merseyside that is now eloquent and forever unloseable."

Wood has published numerous books, including Looking for Love (1989), All Zones Off Peak (1998), 
Photie Man (2005) and Men / Women (2013). Both Photieman and Looking for Love are included in 
the list of 150 Greatest Photo Books of all time. He has had solo and group exhibitions worldwide - 
70 of his photographs of the Pier Head, shot between 1978-2002 were shown earlier this year at 
Open Eye Gallery in Liverpool - and his work is represented in the collections of major 
international museums including New York’s Museum of Modern Art.

He lives with his wife Lorna in North Wales. 

________________________________________________________________________

You are known for your connection to Liverpool, but you are from Ireland originally aren’t you?

Yes, I was born in the west of Ireland - a time when it was horse and cart, you went to the well for 
water, we didn’t get electricity until 1961, the priests were revered, so a different world. My father 
was Protestant, my mother was Catholic - after she married few of her family ever spoke to her 
again. She ran away to England and left me as a toddler. I was left in Ireland with my dad and he 
couldn’t really cope with me - he was on a farm on his own - so my grandmother looked after me, 
on a nearby farm.
Eventually my father had to choose between the farm - the land which he lived for and my mother 
who he loved, because she wouldn’t come back to Ireland. So he left the farm (didn’t sell it though) 
and came to England and became “another Paddy”, working on the roads and ended up in the car 
factory in Cowley near Oxford. That’s where I grew up. But we went back to Ireland every summer. 
My father lived to go back there.

And do you go back there yourself?

Oh yes - Never miss a year. I’m happy and I feel more natural there. I’m called Tommy there - 
Tommy Woods - which is like I’m a different person. I’m always really excited there, photographing 
what’s around me - the land is often barren or poor but I’m still very affected by it and of course 
by the characters you come across. Sadly over the years those often “batchelor farmers” have died 
and a lot of the magic and charm of Ireland went with them. They embodied the old way of life. (In 
the 1950’s more Irish women born in Ireland were living abroad than in Ireland - “the flight of the 
girls”).
When I was filmed in 2013 for the BBC documentary series What Do Artists Do All Day,  I insisted 
we did it in the west of Ireland. I’ve always avoided the camera and wanted to be annonymous but 
it’s only now, fifteen years since I left Liverpool, that I felt maybe I could be filmed - even though I 
didn’t really want to do it. It’s not a bad little film though; it was made by one man, shadowing me 
for five days, staying in the same cottage. At first he didn’t really understand what I was doing - 
couldn’t understand what I was looking for and why I’d go out and photograph without getting 
paid. 



Why do you?

Yes, a lot of people can’t get their head around the fact that every day I walk out of here with a big 
camera and a tripod on my shoulder, sometimes on the bike, for no money. My parents never got it 
either. My dad kind of took it on trust without understanding it; my mother on the other hand….
Literally on her death bed in hospital, she looked at me - I had a show on, Photieman, in Amsterdam 
and I’d had a haircut and was clean-shaved with a new shirt on - and she said, “I’ve never seen you 
look so good Tom’ and then she said, ‘I just wish you hadn’t wasted your fucking life on this 
“fotografy” in her Irish accent.  “Why did you never get a proper job like your brother Robert”.
I went to Amsterdam to the show and I was giving a talk when they came in and told me she’d 
died. She just didn’t get it. I don’t resent her for that.

Was it just a case of a world they didn’t understand?

My mum went to school bare-feet, you know? And it wasn’t my world either for a long time - I 
never did art at school, they put me in the technical stream because my dad worked in the car 
factory.  When I left school, I applied for a job in the department of agriculture, but at the 
interviews because my name was Wood, by the time it came to the W-s they’d filled all the spaces 
for that. But they were also after tax officers for the civil service, so at eighteen I began my training, 
qualified, and worked as a tax officer for two years.

I’d always been good at drawing though, and all the time when I was on the phone to tax-payers I’d 
be doing all these elaborate doodles and drawings. My friend Brian Perks who had gone to art 
school looked at the drawings and said, ‘you’d get into art school with these Tom - lots of girls, lots 
of parties’. I thought “Nah”. I didn’t understand art school. 

I did eventually apply though - had an interview in the February, and they accepted me. It surprised 
me! But you didn’t start till October and I still thought ‘Nah, I won’t go’. By this time I’d left the tax 
office and was working in the car factory with my dad, working nights, being paid a fortune - the 
unions were powerful then and we were on strike all the time and the line was always breaking 
down so again, lots of time for drawing.  And I’d started painting at home too - I bought some oil 
paints and stuff, and would paint in the evenings.

Was art school a real turning point for you?

Yes - it was the Foundation course at Oxford Polytechnic, and we went to Venice at Easter, 
overland by train! I’d never been anywhere but the west of Ireland, where it rains all the time, and 
it was a revelation. The quality of the light! I’d never experienced light like that. We went to the 
Guggenheim Museum and I remember there was a whole roomful of Jackson Pollacks, a roomful of 
Joseph Cornell, a roomful of Max Ernst. Hardly anyone was there then, me alone with all this work. 
I came out of there and thought ‘This is it! Maybe I’ll have a go at this art thing’. 

Looking back, do you think it’s important that your background was in fine art?

I do, yes - it was absolutely beneficial. I studied Fine Art Painting at Leicester Polytechnic - 
photography was very much still on the sideline. When I went to Art school, in those days, it was 
like suddenly you were….I can’t think of the word…..not infected  exactly, but as though an alien 
touches you and you suddenly move into another sensibility. I just got it!



When I used to paint I’d put on a live John Coltrane album and play one side over and over again 
and I might be painting for over two hours, you know? Completely forgetting about what I was 
doing.  And it might be all about that bit of red paint just there.

It’s funny, I used to paint to music, then later play music in the darkroom all day while making lots 
of prints. In the evening I’d sit down and put music on and I’d be looking to see if the pictures 
stood up to the music! 

Music and bands have always been really important to me and there always had to be a real feeling 
there. If I’m going to go out and take pictures I want them to work the same way. 
I still play music now - much more classical and always on vinyl - better sound and a lot of fun.  The 
music reminds me what I’m aiming for and it feeds me back if I’ve been out photographing - it 
drains you, you know, and then the music kind of feeds you and gives you stuff back.

The photography work is draining?

It is and it isn’t. It’s a whole body thing. I’m paying attention, you’re giving something.  And you’re 
constantly looking and noticing things you can’t possible analyse in a moment.  But other people, 
once the picture is on the wall or in a book, can recognise it.  And I’m not talking about just ‘art 
people’ - ordinary people as well.

And is that aspect of it - that ‘ordinary people’ get it - important to you?

I don’t even think about it - I’m just doing the work.  All the other stuff, the lesser stuff people pick 
up on like how the fashions have changed (in so many of the pictures from the markets people are 
wearing shell suits!), all that extra patina that comes with age is a plus. But it’s still fundamentally a 
picture that works now and may be better in twenty years time.

When there’s nice light in the morning I sit and look at contact sheets - each with 36 tiny 35 mm 
pictures - with a magnifiying glass and how do you find the good picture? That’s just as hard as 
making the pictures. Just as big an adventure. 

So how do you pick?

You try and be as open as you can and rather than just pick the picture you know is a good, what’s 
most interesting - is new information. I’m not talking about documentary information, it’s something 
else and it’s a way of the picture coming together and I learn something. 
I always quote Lisette Model, a photographer from Europe who lived in America, who said, ‘I’m not 
trying to prove anything in my pictures, the pictures I take prove something to me. I’m the one 
who gets the lesson.’ 

You wouldn’t describe your work as documentary?

No. I know a lot of people do, that’s not it. I feel I’m exploring the medium of photography, I’m not 
trying to document anything. When I met Martin Parr (British documentary photographer and 
photojournalist) he said, ‘I’m a documentary photographer. If I get a good picture it’s a bonus’. I said 
‘Martin, I’m interested in good pictures, if it’s a document it’s a bonus’. I’m not going out with any 
agenda. It more about exploring vision and perception.

You know, I read a lot of poetry, since my school days and I’d borrow books from the library and 
copy out poems by Yeats, Whitman and Borges. Early on I discovered Patrick Kavanaghs rural Irish 
poems. You don’t hear anyone talk about a ‘documentary poem’, do you?



When I’m photographing, I’m dealing with all the fundamental things, the subject, the content, but 
it’s still got to work, just like a poem, on a formal level as well. Seamus Heaney has talked about 
how poetry should be transformative, “more than just a print out of the given circumstances, of it’s 
time and place …the poet has to attempt an active writing that outstrips the conditions even as it 
observes them.”

It’s funny, because when I went to Leicester Poly I began to write journals - notebooks full of 
quotes on everything from poetry to football - I’m on journal five now. On the first one I scrawled 
across it, ’but it’s got to be real’. I was studying conceptual art, but what I saw on the streets 
around me seemed more interesting - more essential - so I began taking pictures in my spare time 
at the weekends. 

Is that when the photography really took off?

Yes, painting fell away and I got really interested in film - I studied underground and avante garde 
film in particular. But it was expensive to make films, whereas photography - I thought - was dead 
easy. I got some great pictures on my first rolls of film and thought, ‘I’ll just do this for a little while’. 
I went back to the car factory when I left art school but then a position came up in Liverpool as a 
photographic technician at the art school’ and I applied for it and got the job. 

Just before I moved to Liverpool, I worked in Butlins holiday camp in Ayr, as a “camera 
operator”. I was there, in my stripey blazer, taking “happy snaps” of the holiday-makers - people 
drunk in the evening in groups, kids holding teddy bears in the mornings, babies. I did that for four 
months - that’s where I met Lorna, who was a waitress there. We got married without really 
knowing each other and the two of us moved to Liverpool. Imagine how exciting it was! The whole 
buzz of Liverpool - the Beatles was still there and the football team was still winning everything 
and we got a flat on Hope Street. Then we moved to New Brighton, overlooking the River Mersey,  
and we were there for 25 years. 

Is there something about Merseyside in particular…..do you think you could you have made these pictures 
anywhere else?

All I know is, that whenever I’m elsewhere I’m always interested enough to photograph - but I’m 
certainly not as excited photographing as I was in Liverpool. I found in Liverpool there were areas 
that were so full of material - what in a different context Kurt Schwitters called something like 
“pregnant with it’s own content and history”. Kensington, just to the east of the city centre, for 
example; it’s only a small area and it used to have loads of pubs, and I’d be on the bus and I’d 
photograph people through the window for three or four bus-stops like mad and then jump off, 
run across the road, jump on the next bus that was coming back and photograph the next five 
stops going back up. Then get off the bus, go across the road do the same thing over and over 
(after18 years of riding the buses during 1978 to 1996 - images selected from about 100,000 
negatives were published as the book All Zones Off Peak). There was so much meaningful material in 
the backgrounds and in all the faces and the relationships. I was feeding off the energy of the place. 

The recent Pier Head exhibition photographs were made in a more relaxed way. I would walk 
along the prom, take some pictures along the way, photograph on the ferry going across the River 
Mersey and then hang around the Pier Head, wait for a bus, take pictures while I was waiting, and 
then on the bus, photograph on the way up to the Art School to work. If I just missed a ferry when 
I came back, I’d photograph for maybe twenty minutes before the next ferry came. That’s how that 
work came about. 



When I visited the show I noticed quite a few visitors who were recognising themselves in the photographs.

The opening was incredible - 1000+ people, and amongst those were some people who were on 
the walls, or even knew people, now dead, who were on the walls. Two people came up to me, 
completely independently, who were together in one of my books and they hadn’t seen each other 
for thirty-odd years. Sheer chance they both turned up and they waited to speak to me. I’d 
photographed them in 1979, they’re middle-aged now. They were very emotional. 

I’ve often wondered how you got these photographs of people? Didn’t they notice, didn’t they mind?

You tell me! I think an awful lot of stuff is transmitted. People can tell I’m looking at them, even if 
not consciously (a sense of being stared at). They just kind of tolerated me. If you’ve got the wrong 
attitude you’ll get a hostile or stupid looks. I’m not competitive with other photographers, in fact, I 
didn’t want to be successful, quite the opposite. I learnt early on, in Liverpool, that if I was doing 
the pictures ‘professionally’ and making money, people could tell. But if I was nobody and making 
the pictures purely out of love of the subject matter, that’s ok, maybe.

When I took the photographs inside the Chelsea Reach nightclub in New Brighton (a collection of 
photographs taken of clubbers inside the Chelsea Reach nightclub - Looking For Love - was published 
in 1989) rarely did anyone tell me to fuck off.  Why was that? How do I get away with it? I don’ t 
know.  All I know is that I would photograph. I’m not cool or anything, I just am who I am, and 
people would just accept that. I don’t think they thought I was exploiting them. Maybe that’s why I 
was happy never to be successful because if I’d made a lot of money off photographing people, then 
my relationship to them would be different. Then I was the same as them, not much different in age, 
living in the same place.

It’s about who you are in relation to them and what they think you are after?

In the beginning, because I was shy, I’d go red in the face - I’d ask someone if I could photograph 
them and it would be like a big deal and they could tell that; sometimes I’d say to them ‘Don’t mess 
around, I want something meaningful’. I actually used to tell people that! When you photograph, just  
occasionally, you can be too self-conscious about it, but if you are photographing all the time it’s no 
problem.  A lot of the best pictures come when you are not trying. So it’s not a hard thing or some 
kind of compulsion, it’s just….this is the way to do the work. Creativity is to do with possibilities… 
Right back in 1974 in my first art seminar we were asked, what is art? When the question finally 
reached me, I realised I had little knowledge of the art world, but I did know about music and 
creativity in terms of when I’d seen Miles Davis and Jimi Hendrix or Captain Beefheart up close. 
There was a sense that over and beyond the standard repitore they were improvising, trying out 
new ways to move forward, taking chances, breaking boundaries. I’d seen hundreds of bands, three 
or four a week, and I understood this is when it got really exciting for me - the possibilities.
I used to think about creativity and art as a mystery, discovering forms/patterns that have never 
existed before, but my own experience tells me, it’s more about discovery than creating. Of 
discovering existing possibilities rather than creating something new.

So it has something to do with being almost ever-present, and…natural, would that be the right word?

Yes absolutely, natural - latent, pre-existing.
For years, every single week I went to Great Homer Street Market, in Liverpool. It was nearly all 
women who went there and because it was out of town they weren’t necessarily dressed up. They 
were with their daughters and their mothers and because it was not in the city centre, they were 
perhaps more open, less mask between themselves and the world…  And I went there every 
Saturday morning. It was a packed market and I was very close to them, photographing, not with a 



long lens or anything. I ended up photographing many weddings of children of the women I got 
know. I wouldn’t charge them, just do it for costs.  And there might be 200 people there and so 
they would all see me working and taking pictures at the wedding and then some those 200 might 
see me six months later at the market and they’d know me then and think ‘Oh that’s that guy, he’s 
ok.’  You go to the same place over and over again and people will see you, see the camera you’re 
part of the scene, another character - the photieman. So that repetition, that accumulation of 
pictures, of knowledge, looking at events, situations as they evolve, displays and patterns is the 
work. 
It’s only now, 25 years later, that I am assembling the images and making a book about the market, 
and the relationship between the mothers, daughters and sisters. It’s taken many months. …"to 
bring birth to clarity”.

I wonder if it’s something in them - in us - that wants to be seen?

Good question. I would say they were giving or allowing me something - why do you think?  
For me, those pictures are like a present but they’re not really mine.  Look at that girl on the Pier 
Head, the picture where she’s standing before you go down the gangway, holding the baby - I mean, 
she’s giving something. I mean she’s allowing something of herself …well it’s partly at the deepest 
levels, facial expression human experience rendered visible - emotions never adequately expressed 
in words.  Wittgenstein can explain this better than me.

Given what exactly?

Whatever she’s revealing, in the pictures that don’t work, that doesn’t happen. I could show you 
other pictures of her where that doesn’t happen - I photographed her in New Brighton first, with 
her mother and sisters and on the bus going to the ferry and at the ferry. Those pictures are ok, 
but that one picture’s special.  Many people like that picture.

Is it possible to describe what it is that makes the difference?

Most studio portraits are the same, generic and not really about the person. So the ones that are 
affecting are the ones where the person is alive in the picture. But there are no rules here, pictures 
can be alive for many different reasons.

I always got really excited by pictures.  As a teenager I used to go to charity shops - I remember 
the best one was called the Spastics Hope Chest - and buy magazines like Picture Post and Life 
Magazine. They’d have photographs by - I didn’t know it then - often great photographers and I’d 
buy Vogue because it was beautifully printed in pastel tones and it wasn’t just the models! Years 
later I discovered some of the images that I’d cut out and collage on my bedroom walls were by 
Erwin Blumenfeld. He’d fled nazi Germany full of Dadaist and Bauhaus ideas. I started putting these 
pictures on the wall as well. In the end, the whole bedroom, every single wall, every space, and the 
ceiling were covered in pictures. I’d never dreamt of being a photographer myself, but these 
pictures meant something to me for some reason. 

You’d also get family photos, family albums and postcards too in the charity shops, no-one really 
collected them then (in the 1960’s) the whole jounre of ‘found photographs’ didn’t exist. Later 
people like Erik Kessels made a career out of found photographs and they’re even sold for high 
prices at Paris Photo.  I became really interested in them. It had to be a real photograph - not a 
reproduction, one where you might see the writing on it, might have been in someone’s wallet. 



I would look through literally thousands of those, they were a penny each, and then edit them 
down in the shop. And then I’d walk home with them and look at them again and sometimes think, 
‘Why did I buy that one? It’s not good enough’. So, I was making decisions from the start as to what 
counted and what was interesting. What was fundamental and what was secondary.

Is it something about some kind of story coming through, somehow?

There’s something fundamental going on that we recognise, something to do with perception and 
recognition. When I’m doing it I need to be completely unselfconscious. If I’m working really well I 
am moving around, photographing, making decisions, thinking about the distance, the focus, the 
technical things. It’s a process. If you keep doing that over and over…most of the pictures you take 
won’t be good enough, but at a certain point, because you’ve been doing all that something good 
will happen. It’s like a footballer - at the highest level football can be an art - you see stuff almost 
before it’s happened and the next thing you know the ball is in the back of the net, and he doesn’t 
know how he did it. 

So it’s as if, something else has sort of taken over and you have momentarily….disappeared.

Garry Winogrand - nothing like me, but a great American street photographer - said that when he 
was photographing, “I get totally out of myself. It’s the closest I come to not existing”. 
Ultimately, it’s not about me. I want to be anonymous. I don’t really allow myself to be 
photographed - it took a lot for me to do the documentary - and I still don’t have a website.  As I 
said I’ve been doing this for so long and even now I’m wary of pushing it - I don’t want to spoil this. 

FFI

Tom Wood: The DPA Work (pub Steidl) is published in Nov 2018. 

Beginning in 1985 the Documentary Photography Archive (DPA) commissioned photographers to 
record aspects of British society in the north of England. Tom Wood’s The DPA Work explores the 
life and demise of two major institutions near Liverpool, Rainhill Psychiatric Hospital and Cammell 
Laird shipyard. 

What Do Artists Do All Day? Tom Wood 

This TV Documentary was first broadcast by BBC4 on Feb 2014 and is now available to view on 
YouTube (in two parts)

Photographs by Tom Wood: Cammell Laird Shipyard 1993 – 1996

This exhibition - the first time these photographs of the Cammell Laird Shipyard have been shown 
in their home town - will be on at the Williamson Art Gallery, Birkenhead from July 7th - 2nd Sep 
& 8th Sep - 14th Oct.
https://williamsonartgallery.org/portfolio/cammell-laird-1993-1996/


