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“Through taking and organizing pictures, individuals 
articulate their connections to, and initiation into, 
clans and groups, emphasizing ritualized moments 
of aging and of coming of age…Photography not 
simply reflected but constituted family life and 
structured an individual’s notion of belonging” (van 
Dijck, 2008). 

Figure 1: Unknown, circa 1982. Olan Mills Studio, Mobile, AL. 

The photograph above is from circa 1982 and our 
first (and last) family portrait shot in a studio. The 
shoot was completed indoors at the local Olan Mills 
studio, but the backdrop used was a photograph of 
a lake so that we would appear to be outside in a 
natural environment. The purpose of the 
photograph was to serve as a record of our family 
at that time as well as a keepsake for extended 
family members who wanted a copy of a well-lit, 
professional image.  At my grandparents’ home, 
there are dozens of photographs like this where the 
children are smiling wide as their parents stand 
proudly behind them.  In 2015, the photograph 
now serves as a time capsule of that time period, 
particularly the hairstyles and clothing that hints that 
it was the early eighties. 

A quick search online will pull many images of 
“outdoor” Olan Mill shoots during that time.  We 

also see an universal representation of how 
individuals and families presented themselves 
formally.  Much like my family portrait, the subjects 
are all dressed up and smiling to make their best 
impression on other family members and strangers 
alike to admire (Figure 2).   

Interestingly, the original purpose of these 
photographs as keepsakes for family has 
transcended into nostalgic and humorous images 
of recurrent backdrops, out-of-place props, and 
awkward smiles which seemed normal at the time. 
With digital images today, we seek more authentic 
moments rather than a staged family photograph 
with a fake background in a studio.  However, we 
still “fake it” even outside of the studio to present 
our “best” selves.  We pose and smile, whether 
alone or with family, to prove that we are enjoying 
the experience of being in the moment.  Really, is it 
fair to consider the Olan MIll portraits of the past to 
be considerably less authentic than a filtered 
snapshot on Instagram today?  

Figure 2: Anonymous, date unknown. Retrieved from: http://
duckshow.com/quackellaneous/page/34 
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