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Edwin Morgan on
Oscar Marzaroli

1 Boy and Pram, Gorbals, 1964
Original vintage print - three available - 25 x 37cm

A selection of Oscar Marzaroli’s photographs
which appeared with an accompanying article in
Scottish Field in October 1968 had its title ‘The
Changing Face of Glasgow’, and few big cities
have undergone such rapid and traumatic change
as Glasgow did in the decade before that date.
Change has continued since then, but the 1960s
were the crucial years of large-scale alterations to
the visual appearance and social conditions of the
city, and Oscar Marzaroli puts us all in debt with
his most evocative record of that upheaval.

The photographer’s business is by no means
only that of recording, and things can be recorded
in so many different ways, through selection and
emphasis and juxtaposition, that photographs
may seem, if one peruses a number of them by
different hands in turn, to be as open to ambiguity
of interpretation as history itself. But producing a
record is obviously one of the tasks photography
has laid on itself, or has had laid on by others, for
well over a century. When the City Improvement
Trust asked Thomas Annan to photograph the
old Glasgow wynds and closes in the 1860s, it
was in order to record, in a way that a painter or
engraver could not do, the exact look of places
about to vanish under the demolisher’s pick.

No doubt they also hoped that if there was any
public doubt about the necessity to redevelop, the
photographs would make an unanswerable case.
Yet the purely aesthetic element in an Annan print
is often very marked: in typical shot, looking down
some narrow high-walled wynd or vennel off the

Gallowgate or the High Street, towards the close-
mouth or the source of light, the picture will be
a vertical sandwich of light and shade, but with
the light section carefully off-centre, to make a
more interesting composition as well as to show
more of the detail and texture of at least one of
the walls. Social realism and aesthetic appeal do
not necessarily clash; in the best photographs
they should be in a state of productive tension,
drawing the eye back to the picture again and
again, making the viewer put questions to it even
as he accepts and enjoys it.

Marzaroli’s realism is to place on record some
of the changes of the 1960s in the older parts
of Glasgow, especially in the Hutchesontown-
Gorbals area which was central to the image
and legend of the city as it was and which is
now altered almost beyond recognition. He
records what is due for demolition, what is being
demolished, what is left after demolition, and
what begins to replace the demolished. This is
set against a background of more permanent
features — Hampden, an Orange Walk, the
Barras - to remind us that life still goes on. And
a sprinkling of industrial subjects — Ravenscraig
Steelworks, the Carron Ironworks, the QE2
under construction at John Brown’s — provides
its wider reverberation of economic instability
and change. But interest is concentrated mainly
on the destruction and renewal of ways of life
in the heart of the city as peripheral land was
used up by the sprawling housing estates of the



1950s — Drumchapel, Castlemilk, Easterhouse
—and as the policy of overspill of the population
was deemed inefficacious without wholesale
demolition of slum property and rebuilding at
lower densities, chiefly in multi-storey blocks. The
29 Comprehensive Development Areas, beginning
with Hutchesontown-Gorbals and continuing
with Anderston, Townhead, Pollockshaws,
Cowcaddens, and other history-lichened names,
represented a dramatic swerve into the modern
age which cannot be said to have been before
its time, however hurriedly or imperfectly it was
executed. Marzaroli undertook to record the
traumas of the 1960s, at the same time as writing
in Glasgow suddenly came alive, from poets,
novelists, and dramatists who felt perhaps the
same compulsion to react to the changes that
were taking place — changes so astonishing
in their speed that they proved positively
stimulating, whether the writer’s own attitude was
modernist or traditional, delighted or appalled
or (in many cases) a mixture of strong emotions
which were extraordinarily hard to sort out. It
may be true, as Adam McNaughtan’s famous
Jeely Piece Song tells us, that “ye cannae fling
pieces oot a twenty-storey flat”, but on the other
hand, a city which can throw up 330 tower blocks
in a couple of decades is at least not lacking in
chutzpah.

But twenty-storey flats, indeed, thirty-storey
flats — are not the prime objects of Marzaroli’s
lens: he is concerned rather with the century-old

four-storey tenements they replaced, and above
all with the people who lived there. Scarcely any
of his photographs are devoid of human figures.
This emphasis on the city’s inhabitants seems
absolutely right, not for sentimental reasons, but
because it so vividly underlines the deliberate
and drastic depopulation policy which reduced
the million-plus souls of 1960 to less than
800,000 twenty years later. Urban populations
shrank concurrently elsewhere, in London,
Birmingham, Liverpool, Manchester, but not with
such an alarming exodus as we saw in Glasgow.
Consequently, any photographer will find plenty
of space, gap-sites, new vistas, a new awareness
of Glasgow’s hilliness — but fewer people. There is
a new scenic photography of Glasgow waiting to
be captured. But Marzaroli bends his eye on the
folk, going about their business in a world that
seems at times to be pure Gorky, Lower Depths
unreconstructed for sixty years, and at other times
like the half-built set of a new film of the future,
Alphaville Il perhaps. To lose too many people too
quickly is bound to disorient, and it is interesting
that a warning about this was given by the poet
Burns Singer at the same time as Marzaroli was
taking his photographs. Singer wrote, in an article
in Time and Tide (‘Condemned City’, 24 May 1962):
Throughout history, cities have grown and shrunk
as time and their enemies thought good. Many
have striven to grow greater and richer, whether
by commerce, like Rotterdam, by industry, like
Birmingham, or by force, like Rome. But never until

today and in Glasgow has a municipality decided
that it has grown too big for its boots and must
reduce its size ... one might almost as well try to
shave down a human foot in order to fit into a shoe
as try to cut away one fifth of the population of a
great city.

In some of Marzaroli’s photographs, the human
figure, whether singly or in groups, carries the
whole picture, as with the disturbingly expressive
and characterful quartet of The Castlemilk
Lads, 1963 [10], or the glum, tight-lipped, and
apparently thoroughly bored football crowd
in Celtic End, Hampden, Scottish Cup Final,
1963 [2]. Although there is not much in these
photographs to indicate that twenty years have
passed since they were taken,* the fact that we
know this time has already elapsed adds an
elusive dimension for us which would be absent
to contemporary viewers at a time in the next
century when no one in the photographs could
still be alive. It is impossible not to wonder
what the Castlemilk lads are like today. Such
speculations are no doubt an indulgent or
irrelevant extension from the time-consciousness
all non-abstract photographs induce (it is their
great gift, a gift denied to painting because
painting is not in ‘real’ time), yet in the context of a
changing city they seem natural enough, a kind of
viewer’s internal annotation, one generation after
the event.

The core of the collection, however, embodies
‘figures in a landscape’ as its own chosen method,



forcing the eye to consider equally both place
and people, and doing this in an extremely telling
way. The two winos engaged in friendly dialogue
at a street corner in Hydepark Street, Anderston,
Spring 1963 [15] are in one sense almost cliché
figures of urban society anywhere, but we are
reminded, by the gap-site and the rubble-strewn
roads, that Anderston Cross became one of

the most thoroughly transmogrified of the new
development areas, and if the drinkers share

the picture with the funeral director’s shop in

the background, there is a counterbalance from
the two young people striding purposefully in
opposite directions across the waste ground.

In one picture, Gorbals, (Southern Necropolis
Beyond), 1964 [22], the dead outnumber the
living: a few tiny figures navigate the muddy
desolation between islands of not-yet-demolished
tenements, while behind them the crowded
tombstones of the Southern Necropolis flourish
like the green bay tree.

Contrast and juxtaposition show a more
optimistic face in Prams and Rubble, Gorbals,
1963 [20], where the tumbled stone-and-wood
detritus of a knocked-down building is held back
by a safety barrier but somehow held at bay even
more strongly by the double foreground image
of continuing life — two mothers with babies in
prams being followed and copied by a young girl
with a doll in her own scaled-down pram.

Children are everywhere, climbing and playing
among the crumbling walls and abandoned

tenements with every appearance of enjoyment;
environments appalling to an adult can be magic
to a child. Many of Marzaroli’s photographs are
reminiscent of some of Joan Eardley’s paintings
of Townhead children, made just a few years
earlier, the graffiti-scrawled background being an
additional link between them. What her pictures
signal is energy rather than deprivation, as
Marzaroli's photographs could be said to do too,
with the proviso that the world he records shows
more and more deprivation as the wrecker’s ball
swings through the 1960s. Joan Eardley, like
Constable before her, once said that dilapidation
was “often more interesting to a painter” than
might be thought proper. Photographers, equally
in love with the visual, could well agree with her.
So much for the old. When the new comes
in, it comes in with a bang. Marzaroli shows,
under construction, two massive projects which
between them stand actually and symbolically
for the new Glasgow. Red Road Flats, 1966 [23]
and Townhead Interchange, January 1968 [25]
are, and say so very loudly, ‘the multi-storey flat’
and ‘the ring-road system’, and the fact that they
are photographs of places still in process of being
built gives them an added grandeur of futurism,
even to us who know their later history. If the flats
are Wellsian, the interchange is Wagnerian. These
adjectives are not always praise in some quarters,
but | use them to suggest that modern technology
has its own Gesamtkunstwerk. Hugh McDiarmid
might have said that the workman in the

*

foreground of the Red Road picture, holding his
huge tarpaulin, had just unveiled the skeleton of
the future. The workman in the Townhead picture,
pausing for a moment to gaze from his concrete
cave into a shaft of light, has perhaps heard, in
the far distance, Siefried’s horn. Even without the
benefit of such speculations, however, these are
both images which have the necessary attack,
and sense of scale, to bring us into the heart of
the debate about demolishing and renewal which
was to become the Seventies’ dialogue with the
Sixties.

It is Marzaroli’s dialogue with the city which
makes this such an impressive collection.
Whatever we may learn from statistics, or from
arguments deployed in print about development
or redevelopment, it takes the photographer’s
searching eye, and the silent questions he keeps
putting to the bricks and stones, and to people
going about their business, to produce images
that we find ourselves relating to strongly, in
terms of both thought and feeling.

Here Morgan is referring to the 1984 Third Eye
Centre exhibition One Man’s World: Oscar
Marzaroli — Photographs 1955-84, for which this
essay was originally written



2 Phoenix Park, 1965 3 Figure on Bridge, Forth and Clyde Canal, 1965
Original vintage print - 26 x 38cm Original vintage print - 24 x 36cm
Also available in a new edition of twenty Also available in a new edition of twenty






4 Football, Forth
and Clyde Canal,
near Pinkston, 1962
Original vintage print
28 x 34.5cm



5 Football, Forth
and Clyde Canal,
near Pinkston, 1962
Original vintage print
fourteen available
29.5 x 37.5cm




6 Flower Seller at Copeland’s Corner, 1968 7 ‘Hingin out the Windae’. Gorbals, 1964
Original vintage print - 24.5 x 36cm Original vintage print - 25.5 x 38 cm






8 Carnival at
Glasgow Green,
Toffee Apples, 1964
Original vintage print
29.5 x 37.5cm



9 Carnival,
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12 QE2 Prior to Launch, ,
John Brown’s, 1967
Original vintage print

26 x 38cm

Also available in a new edition
of twenty




13 QE2 on the Stocks,
John Brown’s, 1966

Original vintage print - two available
28 x 28cm




14 Interior fitting

at John Browns Yard, 1960
Original vintage print

38 x 30cm

Also available in a new

edition of twenty




15 Hydepark Street,
1963

Original vintage print
four available - 34 x 28cm




16 Wee Jeanie,
‘No news is good news’, 1968
Original vintage print - two available - 28.5 x 28.5cm

17 Demolition Workers, Tea Break,
Gorbals, 1964
Original vintage print - 28 x 38cm

- Also available in a new edition of twenty






18 Demolition Worker, Gorbals, 1964
Original vintage print - three available - 38 x 26cm

19 Boys on Wall, Gorbals, 1963
Original vintage print - 28 x 35cm
Also available in a new edition of twenty







20 Prams and Rubble, Gorbals, 1963

Original vintage print - seven available - 51 x 41cm
Also available in a new edition of twenty

21 Demolition, Gorbals, 1964, ‘Miracle of the Gorbals’
Original vintage print - two available - 25 x 36cm
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23 Red Road Flats, 1966

Original vintage print
six available - 28 x 34cm

Original vintage print

26 x 38.5cm



24 Gorbals Sunset, 1965

Original vintage print - two available
25.5 x35.5cm

25 Townhead Interchange during Construction, 1968
Original vintage print - 25 x 35.5cm
Also available in a new edition of twenty






26 The Samson Children,
Joan Eardley’s Studio,
Townhead, 1962

Original vintage print - ten available
39 x 26.5cm







