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The Everyday Seen Through a Camera Phone
Karin Wagner
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What does the everyday look like? Some answers to this question can be found
when looking at moblogs on the Internet, where anyone with a mobile phone
camera can post their freshly taken pictures. Here we find photographs of meals,
road repairs, toddlers, visits to the laundry room, holiday outings and new
hairstyles in a proper mishmash. It would even be hard to imagine a motif that
would fall outside the boundaries of the everyday. Questions that come to mind
when watching these image databases are: Is the everyday necessarily something
harmless? Are recurring events more everyday than unique ones? Does the
everyday have to be presented in an everyday manner, or are extravagant
photographs of the everyday conceivable? These questions are addressed with
examples taken from various moblogs.
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The Everyday Seen Through a Camera Phone
In 2006, the Göteborg Opera launched a campaign to sell season tickets. A leaflet was sent
out to households in the area, urging people to leave the daily chores behind with this
request: “Fight the everyday and go to the opera”. 1 The exuberant typography of this text
recalls the style of the 70s, and the background image shows a kitchen sink, half full with
dishes. The same text was printed on a Wettex cloth (a dishcloth commonly used in Sweden)
that came with the leaflet. The range of colours of the photograph is limited to grey and white
and there is no dirt to be seen on the dishes, the atmosphere of the picture is sterile and chilly.
The association of washing up to dirt is played down and the emphasis is put on the boredom
of everyday life, represented by the sink, in contrast to the voluptuous life of the opera,
represented by the colourful typography of the text. The kitchen sink seems to be the ultimate
metaphor for everyday life, both in verbal and visual language. The “kitchen sink drama” is
the very opposite to the heightened dramatic world of the opera and a picture of a sink is an
unambiguous way to hint at the everyday on the cover of an advertising leaflet.
A kitchen sink is one, but far from the only, answer to the question what the everyday
looks like, which is the main question of this paper. Quite a few more answers can be found
when looking at moblogs on the Internet. These are sites where anyone with a mobile phone
camera can post their freshly taken pictures, often taken on the fly, when going about their
daily business. The first moblogs saw the light of day in 2004, when the camera started to be a
common feature of mobile phones. I have been studying this phenomenon since 2006, within
a project called “From celluloid to pixels: Network and ritual around e-cinema and mobile
phone camera”. The part of the project concerning e-cinema is conducted by ethnologist
Magnus Mörck. The theoretical framework for the project is the actor-network theory of
Bruno Latour. Visual analysis, participatory observation, surveys and interviews are among
the methods used. I will explore different themes in the material, one such theme is the image
of the everyday.
The moblog is not the first forum on the Internet for telling the world about one’s
everyday life. Personal homepages and online diaries have been established on the Internet for
a long time. The blog has gained increasing popularity in recent years, with its emphasis on
chronological order and frequent updates. Most blogs contain only text, but many combine
text with images. Publishing photographs on the Web requires transferring them from a digital
camera to a computer before uploading them. This procedure is bypassed in moblogging,
where pictures can be sent from a mobile phone as soon as they are taken. The main
characteristics of a moblog are this immediacy and the juxtaposition on one page of images
from many different people. Most moblogs display the latest pictures as thumbnails on the
start page, and when a visitor clicks on a thumbnail he proceeds to a page with at larger
version of the image and possible comments, and from there he can explore the rest of the
member’s pictures.
The moblogs I have chosen to study are northern European sites like the Swedish
mobilblogg.nu, the British moblog.co.uk, the Danish albinogorilla.dk and the Dutch
moblog.nl. When you enter a site and consider becoming a member, there are often guidelines
written by the moderators. This is an excerpt from the introduction of the Danish site:
It is called moblogs, weblogs that can be updated from your mobile phone. This is not
your grandmother’s dusty photo album. It is engaging stories and fragments of people’s
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lives, as it happens here and now – from the holidays, the concert, the wedding, the party,
2
the office or simply from the pizzeria round the corner.

Moblog.nl urges their members to “walk in the street, see a funny moment and shoot a photo
with your mobile phone.” 3
The moderators on Swedish mobilblogg.nu explain that there are three main purposes of
the blog: to publish pictures of everyday events in one’s life, to put the mobile phone camera
to a meaningful use and to come together in a community and share one’s pictures with other
people. They point out that taking photos with a mobile phone is different from taking photos
with a normal camera. Due to the fact that you always carry your mobile with you, pictures
can be taken in the spur of the moment, hence these pictures have a special character. They
show all sorts of activities going on right now. 4
The British site does not have any guidelines like these, but nevertheless contain many
pictures from the everyday life of its members. Common to these four moblogs are
photographs of meals, road repairs, toddlers, pets, household chores, recently read books,
holiday outings, streetlamps at night and new hairstyles, to mention only a few of the many
topics being dealt with. It would even be hard to imagine a motif that would fall outside the
boundaries, a question I will return to later. The everyday is such a vast and at the same time
vague concept, that it is hard to pinpoint. The everyday can be seen as drab and monotonous
and at the same time as remarkable and delightful. It has an ambivalent character and is
maybe best described as having no qualities. It goes by unnoticed, something taken for
granted, like the air we breathe, according to Ben Highmore. 5 Another cultural studies
scholar, Rita Felski, observes that the studying of the everyday entails a contradiction, in that
the everyday ceases to be unobtrusive and unconscious the moment a spotlight is turned to it.
Her notion of the everyday involves three aspects, time, space and modality, which she
associates with repetition, home and habit. She concludes that the everyday is best described
as a way of experiencing the world instead of an activity. 6
Routine and repetition is commonly associated with the everyday, as is given in the word
itself: the everyday is something that happens every day. The actual act that is repeated can
differ greatly from individual to individual; dog owners walk their dogs, celebrities sign
autographs, cashiers count money and so forth. Some routines are experienced by many
people, such as coming to work, having a cup of coffee and saying god morning to the fellow
workers. This routine is performed daily on the Dutch moblog, where members take a
snapshot of their coffee mugs and post it to the blog. The accompanying text often reads just
“Good morning” in slightly varying colloquial expressions (Goede morgen becomes meuning,
mogguh, mogge etc.). The pictures show similar variations: the cup may be shown standing
beside the coffee machine or on the desk in front of the computer, but the set-up remains
about the same from one day to another. In this way a morning get-together routine is created
that involves people working in different locations. One day, 18 April 2007, I noticed that
someone had started the day with a picture of himself raising the cup to his mouth in a
greeting gesture, and then the others followed suit. This shows that members manifest the
team spirit of the group by echoing picture composition, and that communication through text
is not the only way to keep an Internet community alive.
Before going to work people go through morning routines in their homes. In Sweden, it is
customary to subscribe to a morning paper and have it delivered to one’s house. Having to
2
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start the day without reading the paper would annoy many people, which is evident from the
following morning drama. One spring morning at 6.09 filipwiberg 7 posted a picture of his
breakfast table, which shows a glass of coffee (or chocolate), a glass of water and a bowl of
porridge, but no newspaper. The caption reads “Breakfast without YA… Pull yourselves
together, paper distributors!” 8 Four minutes later the follow-up picture is posted. “Now it has
arrived! The morning is saved! Phew…” 9 is the caption of this picture, and we see the paper
on the table beside the coffee and the porridge. Order has been restored. In this mini picture
story we have been able to get a glimpse of this member’s morning routines and the upsetting
of this routine.
Figure 1.

When the coffee is finished it is time to go to work. Public transportation offers plenty of
opportunity to scrutinize fellow-passengers, but taking a photograph of somebody on a bus is
not so easy with respect to personal integrity. 10 One morning on his way to work, Bluemood
took this photo of a man’s leg and foot, showing signs of hurry. 11 The hem of the trousers
has been tucked into the shaft of the sock and the shoelaces haven’t been tied, but are
hanging loose on the floor. The caption of the picture is “Somebody had to hurry to the bus?”
The rest of the text tells us that Bluemood himself had to run to catch the bus this morning,
although he starts later than usual. He finishes the message with a “GOOD MORNING, for
7
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sure”. An early morning bus ride to work may seem monotonous but for someone with a
keen power of observation a low key event like this can be turned into a greeting message to
the moblog community and the blog’s wide audience. The photo is presumably of a complete
stranger, but the text is written in first person and is about Bluemood’s own morning. The
narrative works through this tension of an individual point a view of the text and the
anonymity of the image.
Figure 2.

“Crap morning” is a story of a morning routine gone wrong. 12 The blogger barfota has
forgotten her work keys at home, although she was absolutely sure she had put them in the
right bag. Now she is sitting outside her job waiting for a colleague to arrive. The photograph
is hard to grasp, it depicts a shrimp, and one needs to contemplate it for a while before one
realizes that the shrimp is probably a sticker glued on to a shop window. In this story the text
and the image do not have an evident connection, except for her friends who recognize the
place where she works. For strangers, the picture of the shrimp can work as a teaser,
tempting the visitor to click on the thumbnail picture on the first page and see the larger
version of the picture and read the text.
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Figure 3.

There are other every day events that find their way to the moblog that are not necessarily
part of a routine, but could rather be characterized as mishaps. Photographs from the kitchen
region mostly show cooking and finished dishes to admire, and sometimes a washing up
scene. A mishap happens quickly when children are having their meals and one such incident
was documented by padde, in a picture labeled “Oh!”. 13 It depicts a bowl lying upside down
on the floor with sour milk spilled all over. The legs of chairs are visible, black legs for
normal chairs and a white one belonging to a high chair, which we can assume was the place
of the culprit. The text tells us about how small children seem to create an endless stream of
tasks for their parents. This morning padde was not exactly idle, as he was busy making the
beds and soon has to attend to a kitchen sink overfull with dishes.

13

Padde, Oj! http://www.mobilblogg.nu/padde/2007/01/30/09:49:04/oj.html 070801.

638

Figure 4.

Mishap can also happen at work, as the picture ”Hate!” by vicky is an example of. 14 She
works in a shoe shop, and one day when she entered the stockroom she was met with the
sight of a pile of shoeboxes that had tipped over and were leaning towards a wall. In contrast
to the title (Hate!), the text is about her being in such a good mood because of the sunshine
that not even an incident like this can disconcert her. Other members give her supportive
comments and admire her for her brave attitude. One member writes that he has experienced
something similar when he worked in a shop.
In all these examples there is a high recognition factor. Most of us have been waiting for
the newspaper in the morning, been in a hurry on our way to work, have forgotten our keys,
have cleaned up after children or stepped into a storeroom with falling boxes, but without
thinking about documenting it, let alone publishing it. This is the kind of stories that fit into a
moblog but have previously lacked a forum.
14
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Many bloggers update their albums frequently, every day or a couple of times a week.
The act of photographing becomes part of the daily routine as does the procedure of uploading
it. Using computers entails many routines; starting up the computer, logging on to services
and doing backup, all these are routines familiar to computer users. But taking photographs
regularly is not as easy and requires some effort. 15 When I started moblogging I set up as a
goal for myself to post one picture a day, something I have not been able to achieve. At night,
when I realize I have failed to perform “the moblogging routine”, I feel a little guilty as if I
were going to bed without having brushed my teeth. From studying frequent bloggers I have
concluded that making moblogging a routine in itself makes it easier to keep it up. sibner,
another member of the mobilblogg.nu, usually says good morning to the community and often
takes photographs of his lunches and other meals. 16 The time stamp of the posting informs the
visitor that the picture was taken at that very moment, so a lunch photograph is not just a
document of a lunch but at photograph actually shown at lunchtime. I have already mentioned
the morning greetings on the moblog.nl and they also have a tradition of taking photographs
at lunch and label them LF, short for “lunch fotografie”. Moblogging does not only involve
representing the everyday but becomes integrated in everyday life as a routine in its own
right.
Like other uses of a mobile phone, moblogging fits into the intervals that occur between
everyday activities. 17 One can take a photograph while waiting for a bus, sitting in the
dentist’s waiting room, etc. It can also be a way to postpone a household chore one is
reluctant to do – instead of getting started with vacuum cleaning right away, one can take a
photo of a gamepad, post it to the moblog and suggest that one would rather play video games
than clean up the house. 18
Are recurring events more everyday than unique ones? It depends more on the character
of the event than its frequency. If I lose one shoe once in my life, that would be a singular
incident, but it would still be everyday, in contrast to losing a relative in an accident, which
would be non-everyday even if it happens more than once. The examples above show us
unique events, but they take place within the scope of some daily routine. Maybe the best way
to represent routines and repetition is to show the disruptions of them. Another way would be
to gather a large number of pictures of the same routine, e.g. of people going to work in the
morning, and then the sheer amount of similar pictures would convey the meaning of the
word. One can imagine a long wall covered with pictures of streets taken by drivers on their
way to work. It would be possible to retrieve quite a few photographs like this from the
moblog archives. The archives are organized in strict chronological order, as essential to the
medium of the blog, textual, photographic or otherwise. One can browse the collective
archive or one member’s archive at a time. Some moblogs offer search facilities, but to look
for a special type of image or a special theme is mostly like searching for a needle in a
haystack.
The volume of the databases increases every day, and there are some similarities between
the moblog archives and the archives of Mass Observation, a project launched in Great Britain
in 1937. The project was initiated by a group of writers who wanted to investigate everyday
life in Britain. 19 They wanted to apply anthropological methods in their own country, not only
in exotic countries, as was customary. A number of observers were recruited, both unpaid
volunteers, who gave accounts of their own lives, and some semi-professional observers,
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intent on observing other people. The first phase of the project lasted to 1949, and the result
was a huge archive that was difficult to present and disseminate to the participants and the
general public. One attempt was to use the principle of montage, where different fragments
are brought together and create an unexpected reaction. The montage form hade been
developed by the surrealist movement and by Soviet film-makers, especially Sergei
Eisenstein. 20 The huge book, edited by Charles Madge and Humphrey Jennings, about how
people experienced the coronation day of George VI in 1937, May 12th – Mass Observation
day-surveys makes use of the montage form in order to leave the work open to interpretation,
but the critics turned it down. It was found difficult to comprehend and lacking in
homogeneity. 21 The artist William Shaw writes in his blog:
Jennings imagined he was kick-starting a new literary form; in fact May the Twelfth led
nowhere, baffling and irritating critics. I’d like to believe that Jennings was just ahead of
his time. Maybe he’d have thrived more in the age of the blog, a genre which is creating a
new style of short-form, observational literature, (albeit – so far – a generally narcissistic
22
one).

The start page of moblogs have some of the characteristics of a montage, with the stream of
recent pictures coming in, shown side by side with chronology as the only ordering principle.
Most of the time pictures do not make any special sense together, but on 9 August 2007, I
posted a picture of bins with computer junk, mostly old pc’s, and the next picture that arrived
showed a brand new Apple laptop. The two pictures together symbolized to me the frantic
pace of obsolescence in the world of IT.
Many pictures show social events where people are happy together. Is the everyday
necessarily something harmless? It is probably not, but most people prefer to let serious
problems out of the moblogs. Sometimes a member attests to being low-spirited, and
sometimes the perils of alcohol is a subject touched upon. 23 Forming a picture of what the
everyday looks like is difficult, but it is even more difficult to imagine what representations of
the everyday are missing. In finding an answer to this question, participatory observation has
been valuable. Once I felt tempted to take a photograph of the messy room of one my teenage
children who had been ignoring my request for tidying up, and then I realized that that would
be exactly the kind of photograph that one would not publish on a moblog. Domestic quarrels
is a subject usually avoided in this context. Loyalty to ones family goes before the need to
cover all aspects of everyday life.
Another question I have been thinking about is if the everyday has to be presented in an
everyday manner, or if extravagant photographs of the everyday are conceivable? They are
indeed, as A view from an apartment by Jeff Wall gives proof of. 24 It is a highly elaborate
picture of an everyday situation, included in a book about remarkable photographs. 25 In my
opinion, the moblog archives contain many good pictures, despite the fact that many bloggers
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are reluctant to see moblogging as a creative activity, at least when it comes to themselves. 26
The surrealist approach to the everyday was to look for the uncanny, and we can see the
legacy of this approach in the series “air superioritea” by mat, one of the moderators of
moblog.co.uk. 27 A cup of tea is thrown into the air and its trajectory is documented in five
pictures. Tea is spilled out and the splash is frozen in the photographs. The picture is similar
in its conception to Philippe Halsman’s Dali Atomicus, where Salvador Dali is caught in the
middle of a jump while painting, and a chair, water and cats seem to be hanging in the air. 28
In air superioritea the everyday phenomenon of drinking a cup of tea is made strange and
unfamiliar through photography. Here we have come a long way from the mundane act of
coffee drinking displayed on the Dutch moblog.
Rita Felski thinks modern literature show a paradoxical relation to everyday life, in both
wanting to accept it as it is and to transform it.
…it also tries to redeem the everyday by rescuing it from its opacity, de-familiarising it
and making us newly attentive to its mysteries. Yet this very act of magnifying and
refracting taken for granted minutiae transcends the very dailiness it seeks to depict.
Literature’s heightened sensitivity to the microscopic detail marks its difference from the
29
casual inattentiveness marking the everyday experience of everyday life.

What is left of the everyday once it has been highlighted through pictures on the Internet? I
think that the everyday has fared rather well in the context of moblogs. First of all, moblogs
have more modest pretentions than modern literature. The chat in the comment threads are
generally held in a light, conversational tone, and most of the photographs are not taken with
the intention to win the first price in a photo club annual competition. 30 The approach to
taking photography is itself everyday, analogous to Felski’s conclusion that the everyday
could be seen as a way of experiencing the world. Secondly, the presentation form is well
suited to the everyday. Ben Highmore remarks that
If for example, the everyday is seen as a flow, then any attempt to arrest it, to apprehend
it, to scrutinize it, will be problematic. Simply by extracting some elements from the
continuum of the everyday, attention would have transformed the most characteristic
31
aspect of everyday life: its ceaseless-ness.

On the start page of a moblog, images arrive in a constant flow, sometimes slower,
sometimes faster. It does not have the characteristics of a film, where the pace of 24 frames a
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second gives the illusion of movement. There is no need to arrest the flow, because one can
extract “one of the elements”, a single image, and still retain the ceaseless-ness.
Thirdly, and lastly, moblogging remains within the everyday by virtue of its incorporation
in an everyday routine. Taking a snapshot of an everyday event, knowing that it will
immediately find its place on a webpage and reach an audience, has become part of many
people’s daily lives.
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