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L e i c A  M 

Tom Wood
Lo o k i n g  f o r  Lov e

The chelsea Reach opened 
in New Brighton in 1968.  
Both an observer and a par-
ticipant in the local scene, 
Wood spent the mid eighties 
photographing the youth  
of the city in their search for 
happiness. They found it in 
fleeting relationships and
hopeless romances, that only 
usually lasted as long as the 
effect of their drinks. 

Wood’s flash illuminates the gloomier corners of the club, bringing to  
light scenes that would have otherwise remained hidden
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The idea for Looking for Love came similarly out of the habits and rituals of daily  
life. in his thirties Wood used to go to parties in the function room above the club in 
the chelsea Reach and would have to push through the crowds on his way to the 
toilet. The looks and glances that dominate the book are ones that Wood would also 
have exchanged. The sweaty physicality, the aggression, the humour, the sexual 
chemistry are all things he would have felt and taken part in
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Although it was never  
intended as such,  
Looking for Love has  
become a unique social  
document of its era  
to which the cultural  
historian might turn for  
evidence of dress codes,  
gender roles and other  
signs of the times
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The book emerged from and celebrated this relatively small world, and when  
it was published it became something of a local phenomenon. copies were to be 
found amongst the magazines in hairdressers all over Merseyside, the dog-eared 
books gradually disappearing over time. That his work emerged from personal 
experience and social attachment not only gave the book an informal intimacy,  
it also gave it its integrity and was part of its meaning
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Some thirty years after the photo-
graphs were taken, Tom Wood’s seminal 
book of British colour photography, 
Looking For Love, is still charged with 
the present moment, with the body 
heat of last night’s party. But, made 
between 1984 and 1987, the work is in 
fact a kind of elegy; a passionate love 
poem to something forever lost. 

The photographs were taken at 
the Chelsea Reach, a disco pub in New 
Brighton, Merseyside, which opened 
in 1968. But in 1988, a year after Wood 
stopped taking his pictures, the pub 
was closed down. So, although it was 
never intended as such, Looking for 
Love has become a unique social docu-
ment of its era to which the cultural 
historian might turn for evidence  
of dress codes, gender roles and other 
signs of the times. And as such, its 
value rests in the fact that in many 
ways the Chelsea Reach was unre-
markable. It was not an edgy, trendy 
club; it was not an aspirational set-
ting or a place to pose. Its dancers, 
drinkers, fighters and lovers were 
very ordinary young men and women 
looking for a good time, and on these 
wild nights out in the mid-eighties 
they more or less found it. Although 
we know Wood’s photographs conceal 
other human stories – the complexi-
ties of lives intertwined, the ebb and 
flow of personal histories, desperate 
futures, troubled pasts – they celebrate 
this brief, febrile and fragile moment 
and preserve it in time.

Tom Wood had moved to Mersey- 
side in 1978 and had been photo-
graphing there since that date. Taking 
pictures became a daily activity and 
over time he developed a close rela-
tionship with the people. Working in 
this way, as part of the community, 
photographing was very much a give 
and take process; he would always 
offer prints to the people he photo-
graphed, dropping them round to their 
houses a few days later. After a while 
he became a recognisable figure, the 
Photie Man, as the kids called him. 

While some of Looking For Love’s 
pictures have an air of performance 
about them, there is a common language 
of gesture and expression in the pho-

tographs, a body language, however 
slight, that we all might recognise. 
In the mid 1980s, the book’s brash 
overtones, its scouring flash, its pain-
ful honesty, all felt in tune with the 
unsentimental, even caustic nature  
of the new British colour photography, 
exemplified by the photographs in 
Martin Parr’s The Last Resort (1986), 
also made in New Brighton. But the 
noisy heat of Wood’s pictures has 
tended to overshadow the fact that 
Looking For Love was a truly sympa-
thetic, even affectionate portrait. Not 
in the least romantic, it came rather 
from Wood’s sense of realism and his 
abiding interest in the people he saw 
every day: on the street, on the bus, in 
the park, at the party, in the pub. The 
book emerged from and celebrated 
this relatively small world, and when 
it was published it became something 
of a local phenomenon. Copies were 
to be found amongst the magazines in 
hairdressers all over Merseyside, the 
dog-eared books gradually disappear-
ing over time. That his work emerged 
from personal experience and social 
attachment not only gave the book an 
informal intimacy, it also gave it its 
integrity and was part of its meaning.

At the end of Looking for Love’s 
parade of garish, saturated colour, in 
two small black and white pictures 
accompanying the end matter of the 
book, we suddenly see Tom Wood,  
the Photie Man himself. In one photo  
he is sitting, beer in hand, flanked  
by two girls; he is grinning, looking a  
little sheepish (page 4). In the other  
he is standing at the bar, his reflection 
in a mirror, firing his flash to catch  
a roaring man groping the breasts of  
two other women, their shouts of 
protest sacrificed to the silence of the 
image (page 41). The photographer is 
both part of the scene and apart from 
it, he is inside out, paying attention 
but with his mind elsewhere, always 
thinking on his feet and taking the  
pictures. davId chandler

To m  Wo o d
Born in 1951 in Ireland,  
Wood always carries a camera 
on him when he is out and 
about. Though he is clocking 
up the mileage, the distances 
he travels from his home  
tend to be short – many pro-
jects emerge in his immediate 
surroundings. Looking for  
Love (1989) is the first photo 
book where, as in his later 
often long-term projects, he 
focusses in an unconventional 
manner on the daily lives of his 
fellow human beings.

david ChandLer

chandler is an author, curator, editor  
and has written the introduction to Looking  
for Love. he has worked for renowned  
galleries and is currently Professor of Photo-
graphy at Plymouth University.
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