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Exhibition: NORTH BY NORTHWEST 
SYDNEY
Story by Kirsten Spry

Quirkiness was Gary Swift’s main criteria 
when editing his photos for inclusion in this 
month’s PPP gallery exhibition. His series, 
North by Northwest, showcases Sydney’s 
Northern suburbs in a way that will surprise 
you. The images are unlikely to feature in any 
tourism brochures; however, they have 
tremendous appeal as they 
capture forgotten attractions, 
different viewpoints, and 
interesting historical details. 

Gary says he likes 
photographing “to make the 
ordinary extraordinary.” So, 
in his spare time (when he’s 
not being a Doctor), he has 
honed his photography skills. 
He’s completed courses at 
the Australian Centre of 
Photography, learnt how to 
use a darkroom, and pursued 
his passion for street and 
documentary photography. 
Over the last two years, 
armed with his digital Canon 
450D, and two lenses 
(18-55mm & 90-300mm), he 
has trekked to outer areas of 
Sydney, such as Northwest 
Ryde, Westleigh, Wiseman’s 
Ferry and Palm Beach, to 
shoot what you or I may 
deem too ordinary to look twice at.

In the art-world, this kind of imagery is called 
“Vernacular”. Vernacular photography refers 
to the creation of photographs by 
photographers who focus on everyday life 
and ordinary scenes. For example, they 
would shoot domestic and functional 
buildings rather than those that are 
monumental. It’s sometimes called “Deadpan 
Photography” because it has no emotional 
content. Vernacular photography has become 
a widely accepted genre of art photography; 
just look to the success of the German duo 
Bernhard "Bernd" and Hilla Becher, and their 

students, Andreas Gursky, Thomas Ruff, as 
well as others such as Martin Parr, Bill Brandt 
and Paul Strand for examples.

Gary is an avid photography fan, or 
“photography obsessed” as he puts it. He’s 
been shooting since he was a teenager (his 
father’s box brownie was his first camera), 
has been a member of PPP for about four 
years, is a regular Gallery-goer and devoted 
collector of photographs and photography 
books. It’s Gary we have to thank for many 
items in PPP’s library and our fledgling photo 
collection. But while he is familiar with the 
work of the well-known photographers 
mentioned above, he is far too modest to 
claim to follow in their footsteps. In spite of 

winning a couple of prominent awards (the 
Gatton Show in Queensland a couple of years 
ago and the Photo section of the North 
Sydney Art Prize), Gary remains dedicated to 
medicine while photography is his healthy 
distraction.

Many PPP members will already know of 
Gary’s insistence on wearing a florescent vest 
while shooting street photography, and that 
he is an avid “foodie”, but one thing you 
probably don’t know is that Gary gave up golf 
to join PPP. 

He’s not sorry.
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Gary Swift, PPP outing in 2010. Photo by Tony Peri (Voigtlander Bessa-r camera, 
50mm f2 Heliar lens + Kodak Ektar 100 colour negative film).


