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Essence of Tish 
by Ella Murtha
My childhood was not conventional. Growing up with Tish was unusual
but my life was filled with fun, laughter, music and creativity. 

I sometimes used to wish I had a 'normal' Mam but as I got older I
realised how lucky I was to have such a 'different' Mam who always
encouraged me to be myself. A Mam who sacrificed so much for me. 

As a single parent, my Mam was everything to me. She always had a
camera around her neck - it was like it was part of her. When I was
small she gave me one of her old cameras and I would wear it round
my neck when we went out so I could be just like her.

As a child I would stand on my Nanna's landing transfixed
by the framed photos going down the stairs, all taken by
my Mam.  I was mesmerised by an image of my cousins
watching a bonfire. 

I imagined I was with them watching the flames dance with
the same sense of wonder I saw in their faces. When I look
at that picture now, and many more, I am immediately
transported back in time.

On Mother's Day 2013, life changed forever when my Mam suffered a ruptured brain aneurysm and
died. I don't think I will ever get over losing her so suddenly.

Since then I have made it my mission to get her work the recognition it deserves. I always go with my
instinct to preserve the true 'Essence of Tish', never letting her narrative be re-written by people who
have their own agenda. Protecting her legacy is very emotional, a full time job, but I protect it with my
life - the same way that she protected me.

When I was asked if a new older people's housing scheme could be named after my Mam I was
delighted. When I heard that children from the local school had chosen the name I was so proud to
hear how she was inspiring a new generation of children who are growing up in Elswick. 

My Mam always wanted people to feel like their lives mattered, that wherever they came from,
whoever they were, they are as important as anyone else. I'm sure she would be honoured to have
her name on a building that will make a positive difference to so many people's lives.  Tish Murtha
House will be a lasting legacy to my Mam for decades to come.  

I am thrilled that the three exhibitions, in the city where she lived and worked, will give more people
the opportunity to see the photos she took to show the history and true spirit of the community 
where they live.  

Keep up to date with the latest information on exhibitions, books and the documentary film
about Tish's life that is due for release in 2023 at www.tishmurtha.co.uk.



her talent, convinced her to apply for a new Documentary Photography course in Newport, Wales. He
even wrote a letter to help secure a grant from the council to allow her to study.

On returning to Newcastle Tish began using her talents for the benefit of the people living in the area.
The time she spent building trust allowed her to take photos that highlighted and challenged the
social disadvantage people living in marginalised communities faced, while also showing their
resilience, tenacity and resourcefulness.

Her first exhibition in the city, Juvenile Jazz Bands, caused controversy after she voiced her opinion
that "to be accepted into and remain in a band a child must put aside all normal behaviour."

In 1981, Tish's work was showcased in an exhibition entitled Youth Unemployment. The thought
provoking images showed the reality of political decision making in Newcastle. In Parliamentary
debate, Robert Brown MP called Tish's exhibition "a startling dossier of photographs which document
youth unemployment" before telling the stories of the some of the people Tish photographed. The MP
ended his speech by warning "the evils of extreme right-wing groups are being preached to
youngsters who seek some diversion from the misery of unemployment."

Tish's images are hard hitting but also moving. The social disadvantage is clear to see but so is the
sense of community spirit that helped people to get through difficult times.

Tish went on to photograph a variety of different projects including London By Night which explored
Soho. Her last major project was a documentation of central Middlesbrough before it disappeared as
part of the regeneration of the area.

Tish sadly died on 13 March 2013, the day before her birthday. As an organ donor Tish saved the
lives of four women and the eyesight of four men. 

Patricia Anne Murtha, or Tish as she was known, was born in
South Shields in 1956 before moving to Elswick in the West End of
Newcastle.  The third of 10 children, life was hard but what the
family lacked in material possessions they made up for with an
abundance of creativity, talent and spirit.

After leaving school at 16, Tish had a variety of jobs before taking
a photography course at Bath Lane College. Her lecturer, aware of 

About Tish Murtha

Tish Murtha Books
Ella Murtha, Tish's daughter, has produced three books of her Mam's photos with highly respected
publishers Bluecoat Press. 

                                      focuses on the appalling waste of young people's lives which badly thought
out government schemes did little to alleviate. Tish's images are hard hitting but not without humour.
Her closeness to those photographed is apparent in the remarkable images in the book.  

Youth Unemployment

                       is a collection of images taken as Tish walked the streets of Elswick. They tell the story
of a time when children were free to play in the streets and where friendships blossomed against a
seemingly harsh background. The stark beauty of the photographs shines through on every page.

Elswick Kids

                                    is based on the controversial 1979 exhibition that earned Tish the nickname
'the Demon Snapper'. The passing decades and decline of juvenile jazz bands has softened the
impact but Tish's brilliant photos remain a fascinating record of an important aspect of working class
culture.

Juvenile Jazz Bands



Tish Murtha: The Demon Snapper 
Thursday 9 March to Thursday 23 March 2023
Venue: Level 2, Newcastle City Library

From kids playing in rubbish skips to adolescents on the dole, Tish Murtha made marginalised lives
matter. Recognised only after her death as a social documentary photographer of the first rank. This
is a rare opportunity to see some of Tish's most iconic images alongside newspaper extracts from
Tish's first and controversial exhibition, Juvenile Jazz Bands.



Tish Murtha: From The Inside
From Thursday 16 March 2023
Venue: Cruddas Park Library
This exhibition showcases Tish's photos of marginalised communities in Newcastle in the 1970's and
80's.  As part of the community herself, Tish was able to capture not just the hardship but the
community spirit that was so vital to surviving the tough economic times that are similar to those we
are facing today. 



With over 70 photos, including some previously unpublished images, a copy of the letter that secured
funding for her photography course and the speech given in Parliament in 1981 this exhibition will
provide a lasting legacy to Tish's work in the development that bears her name.

Following the official opening of the development on 14 March this exhibition will remain in place
indefinitely.  As it is located in a place where people live it will be available to view on publicised open
days or by prior arrangement

To arrange a viewing of the Tish Murtha: Camera in Hand exhibition please email
commteam@yhn.org.uk or press.office@newcastle.gov.uk

By prior arrangement
Venue: Tish Murtha House

Tish Murtha: Camera in Hand



Tish Murtha House
Tish Murtha House is a brand new Housing Plus development in Elswick.  It offers one and two
bedroom apartments for older people who want to live independently but with support on hand should
they need it. There are a range of facilities onsite including a resident's lounge, games area and
landscaped gardens. You can find out more about Tish Murtha House by visiting
www.yhn.org.uk/news/properties/tish-murtha-house-apartments-rent 

A word from our sponsors
Waypoint Government Income Fund is proud of its commitment to the North East
of England, through its investment in real estate and infrastructure across the
region. We own and, through Waypoint Asset Management, manage a portfolio
comprising housing, healthcare, renewable energy and business space
investments – occupied by local government, hospital trusts and the BBC. As
part of this and in partnership with Newcastle City Council through the ALBM 1
and 2 projects, we are pleased to have provided the investment for the delivery
of 347 homes from 13 sites across Newcastle, including Tish Murtha House.

Commencing construction in 2018, Kajima led a consortium of independent living
experts to finance, design and construct the £51m innovative social housing
programme in Newcastle. The now completed schemes comprise 347 
high-quality and affordable homes ranging from Tyneside flats and bungalows to
sheltered and assisted living apartments. On behalf of Newcastle City Council,
the Consortium proudly delivered the last phase of the project at the end of 2022
providing brand new, adaptable, quality homes to the residents of Newcastle.
Kajima is delighted to be supporting this exhibition which showcases the work of
a local artist whose imagery celebrates the wonderful, everyday people from this
fantastic region

“Tish Murtha took photos of places in Elswick where people were in need. They
were designed to make councillors think and make changes in the community.
She was a brilliant inspiration and caught the eye of many. Tish changed Elswick,
she cared for everyone and that is why we want to honour her.” - Joshua and
Hashim, pupils from St Michael's Primary School

And finally....
Newcastle City Council and Your Homes Newcastle would like to thank the staff and pupils of St
Michael's Primary School and the sponsors for their support.

We would also to say a very special thank you to Ella Murtha for allowing us to name Tish Murtha
House in honour of her Mam. Ella's help in creating these exhibitions has been invaluable and we
could not have done it without her. 
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