Big Update, December 2014.
Half a million pictures: photographing all of England's ten thousand rural parish churches and their contents. 
At some point in the future the 18th of January 1997 may become a well-known date for those interested in ecclesiastical heritage in this country. It is certainly a day that I will always consider of great importance to me personally, for it was on that day that I travelled to the village of Long Compton in Warwickshire and took Photograph Number One, a picture of the lychgate at the entrance to the churchyard. 

** PICTURE 1 **
It's not a particularly good photograph – dull grey skies, a wet road, and my hire car parked on the left. Perhaps worst of all, the image is only 640 by 480 pixels in size – it prints at postage stamp size. Yet this is a ground-breaking photograph for a couple of reasons. First, it was taken with one of the first digital cameras that one could purchase on the high street at an affordable price; it is thus one of the first digital pictures taken in this country for historical recording purposes. Second, it marks the start of what has since become a huge archive of pictures and will, no doubt, become a major research resource in the future.

It may be useful to briefly give some background as to why this picture was taken and how it kicked things off. From my accent you can probably tell that I am from Australia. I moved to this country in late 1996 for work reasons. On weekends I hired a car and, using Pevsner's Buildings of England as a guide (which I had been introduced to a decade earlier), I made my way out into the countryside to visit some of the buildings.

By chance I had also bought a digital point-and-shoot camera and had this to hand when I started my journeys. It came into my mind that, as the books only illustrated a small number of buildings, it might be a good idea to photograph the places I visited.

 Working in the computer industry I could already see the possibility of taking the digital images and placing them in some kind of searchable database. The seeds of my project were sown. I named it The Digital Atlas of England – a name that was, for reasons I won't go into now, accurate at the time but is something of a misnomer now, but it's too late to change it!

My plans were ambitious right from the outset. After my first day out in Warwickshire I felt it might be possible to visit all of the buildings Pevsner lists for the entire country. I quickly expanded my photographic coverage from two or three pictures of each building to a more complete record. As the years went by I scaled back my coverage of secular buildings in order to more fully cover the parish churches. The Buildings of England books are good guides to churches, but even the most recent revisions miss much that is worth recording, and even go so far as to systematically not record some things such as hatchments.

I sometimes meet people who are incredulous that a national picture archive doesn't already exist. Some even point to organisations like NADFAS and tell me I'm wasting my time because it's already been done by their Church Recording group. Ah! If only that were the case!

Ignoring the fact the our aims are somewhat different, it comes down to a simple difference in numbers. From 1973 to June of this year NADFAS have recorded not quite 1770 churches. That's a rate of 43 churches per year and, to complete even the roughly 10,500 rural churches in England, will take them about 200 years. As much as I greatly respect NADFAS and the wonderful job their volunteers do, I don't think the task will be completed – or even half completed – for reasons I will mention at the end of this talk.

The only other comparable photographic project was undertaken in the 20th century by the Royal Commission on the Historical Monuments of England. That was wound up in the late 90s. The results of this are held by the National Monuments Record. 

The coverage is patchy and there are many repetitions. Some churches are not photographically documented at all.

 So, here I am nearly 18 years later and can report the following dry statistics:

** PICTURE 2 **

· The photographic archive currently contains 420,000 pictures.

· These cover 8200 Anglican parish churches, 320 non-conformist chapels, 62 Catholic churches, and over 5000 secular buildings and sites.

· The entire archive takes up a total space of about 7 terabytes of storage.

There have so far been over 1600 field trips conducted, and you can get some idea of how it has progressed over the years from this animation of my visits. Each dot represents a church.

** ANIMATION 1 **

As I've already mentioned, Picture Number One is tiny in size, but most photos in the archive are much bigger. Over the course of years I've upgraded to a new camera on numerous occasions as digital photographic technology has improved – currently I'm on camera number ten, although I've been using it for nearly seven years and it's likely it will still be in use when this project comes to an end.

The camera, lenses and lighting I use are all of professional standard. More than two thirds of the pictures in the archive are of very high quality. For many years my standards have been very high – which one would expect from having spent nearly two decades photographing church art and architecture – and the photographs I take are the best that are possible without spending an entire day at a location and bringing in a van-load of special lighting. In most cases they will be the best that will ever be taken by anyone.

On average each church is recorded in 50 pictures. Obviously, the size and contents of a church will determine how many photographs are taken in individual cases.

For example, my archive contains over 300 photographs of St Nicholas, Stanford-on-Avon, Northamptonshire because it has many monuments, several windows full of mediaeval glass and various other features.

For each church the order of working has always been the same. First the exterior is photographed in full so as to show all of the elevations, the fenestration, and any other interesting aspects of the architecture. Any external wall monuments are recorded. Then the interior is photographed. This involves taking general shots down the main axes of the building as well as side chapels and other important spaces. Chancel arches, doorways, vaulting and other individual aspects of structural importance are also photographed. After this, the contents are recorded.

My cut-off date is 1900 (with some leeway), although for reasons of time I do not record Victorian furnishings, Victorian stained glass, or ledger slabs unless they are of particular importance or, in the case of glass, the maker is known to me – one has to have limits or the task would never end! Everything else is fair game for my roving lens.

The list of things recorded is fairly comprehensive: all pre-Victorian glass, hatchments, royal arms, fonts, pulpits, pre-Victorian brasses, brass indents, wall paintings, poor boxes, font covers, communion rails, screens, piscinas, sedilia, box pews, west galleries, image niches, figurative roof bosses, bench-ends, Saxon cross shafts, cross slabs, and all monuments including wall tablets up to a slightly later cut-off date of 1910.

Individual subjects are covered generally and in detail. For example, where a font has different carvings on the sides I will record all of the sides.

During my years tackling various subjects I have developed special techniques to deal with subjects that normally defeat other photographers.

** PICTURE 3 **
Take for instance the late 16th century brass to Richard Ballett at Ufford in Suffolk. As the brass is not too highly polished, a straight-on photograph produces a reasonable result. However, with appropriate lighting the result can be much improved:

** PICTURE 4 **

Now we can see the fine detail in the brass. This improvement is even more pronounced where brasses have unfortunately been polished to a mirror-like surface by over-enthusiastic cleaning ladies.

For most of the project I have recorded mug-shots of effigies – that is, their faces seen from above as part of recording effigial tombs. In recent years I have developed techniques to photograph entire effigies from above and now routinely do this. There are two ways to achieve this – either in-camera by mounting the camera at a high position over the effigy, or by using photogrammetrical techniques (basically, using a computer to create a 3D model of the subject and subsequently generating a picture as if it were viewed from above).

** PICTURE 5 **
Here's an example of the former: Sir Ralph Neville and his wives at Staindrop, County Durham. This was captured with a camera hoisted over the tomb chest. In this case there was plenty of room to achieve this. However, some effigies are under low canopies or in situations where the camera cannot be placed in position. Such is the case for these two:

** PICTURE 6 **

The lower effigy of Alice, Duchess of Suffolk at Ewelme, Oxfordshire is in a bit of a tight position inside the base of the tomb. In this case there was no option but to reconstruct the effigy as a 3D model:

** PICTURE 7 **
With appropriate processing it was then possible to produce a view as if observing from overhead, as you can see on the right:

** PICTURE 8 **
This technique was also used for the gilt-copper effigy in the Beauchamp Chapel at Warwick, on the left (you'll notice it is not obscured by the metal hearse that lies over the effigy) .

Specialised photography like this is not only confined to overheads of effigies. Many of the same techniques shown previously can be applied to other subjects and produce views that have never been seen before to reveal previously unseen aspects or help with interpretation of the subject.

** PICTURE 9 **
This is the Norman font at Lullington, Somerset. In this case the font has effectively been unwrapped and lit at a constant angle to bring out the details of the carving.

These are images that have been specially post-processed and are not something that can be seen directly in the archive, although all of the source images that were used in their creation are there. In the case of the Beauchamp effigy it ran to more than 200 pictures.

While these later reconstructed examples are specialised and have to be carried out on a computer, in the vast majority of cases I try to do as much as possible in-camera. In my opinion photographs should be usable straight out of the archive with very little post-processing being needed. That not only applies to the positioning of the camera and the way the subject is lit, but also the removal of visual clutter such as fire extinguishers, papers, books, and (while very nice on their own, but not in front of a subject) flower arrangements.

I confess that my early images suffered from these too, but that has not been the case for some time. This is a visual subject and if one goes to the effort of driving to a church, setting up gear, and taking good pictures, then in my opinion a few minutes temporarily removing visual clutter pays dividends later.
I should also note the archive is not just a series of record pictures. I also add in an assortment of aesthetically pleasant pictures so as to make the uses for this archive as flexible as possible. This is a picture of Blagdon church in Somerset taken from a high point to the west.

** PICTURE 10 **

In recent times I have also branched out into aerial photography – a subject that will be discussed by a later speaker. Here is a view of Cartmel Priory from the air. This new capability allows access, for example, to carved features high up on church towers.
** PICTURE 11 **

With such an amazing archive already available you may be wondering if any use has or is being made of it. In 2007 Roger Rosewell made use of my pictures in researching his book Medieval Wall Paintings in English and Welsh Churches. He used the archive towards the end of his research to double-check whether wall paintings listed in printed sources still existed, what state they were in, and whether it was worth travelling out to the churches to view them. Many of the pictures in his book came from my archive.
** PICTURE 12 **

Recently a project has started to catalogue the post-Reformation wall paintings in England.

In the past these have been the poor relations of mediaeval wall paintings – sometimes even destroyed by wall painting experts, such as Clive Rouse, in order to get to the mediaeval paintings beneath. Due to the fact that there has been almost no research done on them there exists no list of these paintings.

The first step in researching these paintings is to construct a gazetteer. Fortunately my archive contains pictures of all of the wall paintings for all the churches I've visited. 

Earlier this year I and my fellow researcher Dr. Ellie Pridgeon started the task of systematically looking through the pictures in my archive to locate the paintings and construct a gazetteer. The task of checking each church and listing any paintings wouldn't be possible without the archive.

Once we have constructed the gazetteer and researched the subject we intend to publish a book. The majority of the illustrations will come from the archive. I am also writing an app to access the data and pictures.

However, while this project demonstrates the power of the archive it also reveals one of its current weaknesses. In order to find the paintings it has taken the two of us several months of our spare time to trawl through over 400,000 pictures.

Obviously a solution to this would be to have the pictures catalogued so one could go straight to the subject matter of interest. As I mentioned at the start of this talk, my original intention was to place the digital images in some kind of database. That is still the final outcome that I am aiming for. A box full of pictures (or in this case, hard drives full of pictures) aren't of much use unless they have some kind of indexing.

In the case of digital images it requires associating meta-data with the pictures. My intention is to make the pictures fully searchable. Each subject will be catalogued with information on where it is, its type, its age, what material it is made from, associated artists, architects or those commemorated and other information.

This is no small undertaking. I estimate it will require between five and ten years of my spare time to catalogue half a million pictures. That will be phase two of this project.

A start has already been made. As I work in IT I write all my own software and, in order to try out my ideas, I have created an on-line photographic library with all of the meta-data completed for 50,000 pictures. The information can be searched in a variety of ways.

** PICTURE 13 **

This is the result of searching for Norman fonts with figure carving on them. Even with only 1000 churches spread over a small geographical area in the database it has proved quite a powerful tool.

Cataloguing of the other remaining nine tenths of the archive will occur once I have completed the field-work. Of course, just as Pevsner writes in the preface to Herefordshire, “...counting on one man and his inordinately long life is perhaps taking a dangerous risk...”, I too am taking a risk. I would very much like to see everything completed and catalogued as quickly as possible for two main reasons.

The first reason is the longevity issue. With this in mind I set up a group of informal trustees, some of whom also hold copies of the archive for back-up purposes. In the event of my demise my will states that the archive as it stands would be deposited with an institution that the trustees deem suitable, as well as a significant amount of money to fund the cataloguing of the pictures.

The second reason for wishing quick completion, mostly in the case of the field-work, is that I am quite sure that many churches will be closed in the near future. Elderly congregations that are dwindling in number along with the sheer number of churches dictates that this will be the case.

I'm sure there will be people who will vehemently disagree, but I've discussed this with literally thousands of custodians and I've seen enough in twenty years to know that such a fate isn't just a possibility but very likely. I'm not being a pessimist – I'm being a realist.

Church closures have fortunately been few in number during the years of my project. However, some of the churches I recorded in the early years of the project have now been converted to houses or have alternative uses. 

It is not only closures that are a problem. Fire and theft are two others. Churches in my archive that recently succumbed to fire include Goltho, Lincolnshire and Ropely in Hampshire. There have also been a recent spate of thefts in Gloucestershire and Herefordshire of medieval monuments. Again, these were fortunately already in my archive.

There is just time for me to mention another project which I manage. In visiting all of these churches I have not only recorded them photographically but also made a note of whether I found them locked or not. For the most part this remains fairly much the same over long periods of time – churches I found open 15 years ago are still open and those I found locked are still locked, although I generally find if there are any changes it is usually towards being made more accessible.

In order to counter the notion that “all churches are locked”, I set up a website with maps showing the status of each church I visited. In recent years I have converted this information into a smartphone app.
** PICTURE 14 **
The app, called Keyholder,  is ground-breaking in several respects: it allows people  to give the status of and make comments about churches they visit. It also brings together in one place links to the specific churches on third-party sites like the Churches Conservation Trust, the CVMA, the CRSBI, Doves Guide, the English Heritage Listing and Images of England photo, Geograph and Google Street View.

The app can be downloaded for free from the Google Play Store. There is a demo area of about 100 churches so that people can get an idea of how the app works. Full access to all of England can be unlocked by a small subscription, either on a monthly or yearly basis. The money goes towards the costs of running the server.

The Digital Atlas of England Project is well on the way to completion with 75 to 80% of the rural churches already recorded. The field-work should be finished before the end of 2020.

As I said towards the beginning of this talk, there is no other national or international archive with the depth and breadth of pictures of English ecclesiastical art and architecture that this archive has. The photographic archive I have created stands alone. There is nothing else like it.
