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Introduction

Photography is difficult (chalepon). Elusive both theoretically and materially, 
it is often described as having no identity of its own. It is treacherous – at 
times it hides behind its object of depiction, other times concealing itself 
underneath its bedazzling technical splendour. Its apparent instability belies 
its generosity; its hospitality is such that its boundaries are porous and 
mutable, inviting the encroachment of others. Hence photography is often 
considered to be overly reliant upon its surroundings; attempts to define and 
to theorize photography would reduce it to a set of cultural, social, political 
or technological productions, identifying its history solely as the development 
of the photographic camera, or the inevitable outcome of a changing aesthetic 
sensibility.

As a topic of enquiry, the history of photography has produced a vast corpus 
consisting of divergent strands. Some of these titles are recognized as classics in 
the field, such as The Origins of Photography by Helmut Gernsheim, Beaumont 
Newhall’s The History of Photography and Georges Potonniée’s The History of 
the Discovery of Photography. These works present a historical narrative of 
the medium through the figure of the grand photographer, the evolution of 
artistic and photographic movements as well as the development of various 
film and camera technologies. They also tend to prioritize a historical account 
of photography which is told through an established canon of photographers 
while overlooking the usage of photography in other domains. However, there 
are also historical studies that place a stronger emphasis on the cultural and 
social implications of the photographic medium, such as Michel Frizot’s The 
New History of Photography, Jean-Claude Lemagny and André Rouillé’s A 
History of Photography and Mary Warner Marien’s Photography: A Cultural 
History. Any attempt to write a history or theory of photography would have 
to address the challenges presented by the ubiquity of the photographic image 
and the changing forms of its technological manifestations. To find productive 
ways to engage with the photographic medium, photo historians and theorists 
have drawn upon discourses in psychoanalysis, feminist theory, literary studies, 
art criticism, deconstruction, Foucauldian historiography, Marxism, semiotics, 
cultural theory and other disciplines.
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What all of these works have in common is the recognition of the camera 
obscura as the site of origin of the photographic camera and the necessary 
condition for the production of the photographic image. When constructing 
a genealogy of photography, the camera obscura is frequently considered as 
the technical apparatus that gave rise to the photographic camera. This is, for 
example, reflected in the title of a 1955 work by Helmut and Alison Gernsheim, 
The History of Photography from the Earliest Use of the Camera Obscura in the 
Eleventh Century up to 1914. As a technical process, the invention of photog-
raphy is usually situated around the 1820s, with Joseph Nicéphore Niépce’s 
heliograph View from a Window at Gras (c. 1827) marking the moment that an 
image can be captured and fixed successfully inside a camera obscura. Further 
chemical experimentations led to several independent inventions that emerged 
around the same time – in France, the daguerreotype (Louis Jacques Mandé 
Daguerre) and l’effet positif or the direct positive (Hippolyte Bayard), and in 
England, the calotype (William Henry Fox Talbot). However, as Geoffrey 
Batchen has shown in Burning with Desire, the history of photography is much 
more complex; instead of a single origin, Batchen suggests that photography is 
the outcome of a particular set of cultural conditions and aesthetic sensibility to 
emerge at the end of the eighteenth century. Before we look at Batchen’s work, 
it might be worthwhile to examine some of the problems arising from attempts 
to theorize or conceptualize photography.

The ubiquity of the photographic medium – how it is entrenched in every 
aspect of our lives – contributes to the seemingly nebulous character of the 
photograph. In Camera Lucida, Roland Barthes, describing his ‘ontological 
desire’ to search for what Photography is in ‘itself ’, writes: ‘[S]uch a desire 
really meant that beyond the evidence provided by technology and usage, and 
despite its tremendous contemporary expansion, I wasn’t sure that Photography 
existed, that it had a “genius” of its own.’1 Barthes’s comment reflects the 
anxiety that arises from attempts to conceptualize and locate photography. 
Thirty years on, the question of ‘what photography is’ still constitutes a topic of 
heated discussion, as seen in a round-table discussion chaired by James Elkins 
at University College Cork, Ireland in 2005.2 The ubiquity of the photograph 
is undoubtedly a source of this problem as highlighted by Sabine Kriebel, in 
an essay that appears in the same volume as the edited transcript of the panel 
discussion in Cork. Kriebel asks what we should consider when writing about 
the photographic medium: is it photographic practice, the photographic object, 
its function or the genre of photography (such as documentary, landscape, fine 
art, portraiture, or snapshot)?3
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In those early years of photography, following François Arago’s decla-
ration in 1839 to the Académie des Sciences, presenting the daguerreotype as 
France’s gift to the world, photography was immediately incorporated into the 
fabric of the social structure of the time. The photographic image infiltrated 
portraiture (replacing miniature painting), astronomy, tourism (postcards, 
stereoscopic images), pornography, medicine and criminology (classification of 
criminal types). If the pervasive characteristic of the photograph is described 
as a radiating light upon its inception, literature from the nineteenth century 
often comparing photography to the sun, perhaps it is precisely this blinding 
brightness that constitutes the elusive nature of the photographic medium, 
making it a difficult subject to write and theorize about.

These uncertainties regarding photography’s identity are played out in 
various ways. For example, John Tagg turns Barthes’s ontological concern for 
photography’s lack of identity into the basis for an examination of it as a social 
and cultural technology. In his work on photography’s complicit relationship 
with the political apparatus and its role in the construction of the individual and 
the state, Tagg examines photography solely as a technological tool defined by 
a set of social and cultural practices. In The Burden of Representation, he writes:

Photography as such has no identity. Its status as a technology varies with the 
power relations which invest it. Its nature as a practice depends on the institu-
tions and agents which define it and set it to work … Its history has no unity. It 
is a flickering across a field of institutional spaces. It is this field we must study, 
not photography as such.4

Looking at photography uniquely through the perspective of technological 
production, ‘across a field of institutional spaces’, is problematic and restrictive 
because it gives priority to photography’s efficiency as a technological tool and 
the ways in which it is embedded within the system of its production and usage. 
Furthermore, Tagg’s statement is indicative of a reductionist attitude towards 
the medium and presumes an absence of photography’s being. Mary Price in 
The Photograph: A Strange, Confined Space presents another viewpoint drawing 
upon literary studies; she observes that ‘photographs without appropriate 
descriptive words are deprived and weakened, but that descriptions of even 
invented photographs may adumbrate a richness of use that can extend the 
possibilities of interpreting actual photographs’.5 For Price, the photograph is 
defined by its context; the subordination of the photographic image to language 
is such that even the description of an imaginary photograph can be more 
powerful than a real one if the latter is not accompanied by words.
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As we have seen so far, it seems that photographic theory is unable to divorce 
itself from the camera as a technological apparatus. A similar viewpoint is 
reflected by Joel Snyder, whose debate with Rosalind Krauss on medium speci-
ficity and the notion of indexicality continues to this day. Whereas Krauss is 
interested in examining photography through the concept of the index or trace, 
in particular its link with what Barthes calls the referent – the thing or person 
photographed, for Snyder the photograph is nothing but pure construction 
and has no connection with the natural world; the images produced by the 
camera obey a specific set of rules that conform to Renaissance perspective.6 
Snyder’s viewpoint echoes that of Tagg’s, who rejects Barthes’s reading of the 
photograph as ‘an emanation of past reality, a magic, not an art’.7 Addressing 
Barthes, specifically his search to find the unique being of his mother through 
photography, Tagg writes: ‘The photograph is not a magical “emanation” but 
a material product of a material apparatus set to work in specific contexts, by 
specific forces, for more or less defined purposes.’8

Geoffrey Batchen’s work enables us to move beyond the restrictive discourses 
of Snyder and Tagg by searching for the ‘identity of photography in the history of 
its origins’.9 In Burning with Desire, he proposes instead to look at the emergence 
of the ‘desire to photograph’, before the official announcement of the invention 
of photography in the mid-nineteenth century. In his search for the origins of 
photography, he singles out the last two decades of the eighteenth century as a 
crucial moment, identifying a list of proto-photographers, ‘those who recorded 
or subsequently claimed for themselves the pre-1839 onset of a desire to photo-
graph’.10 He links the birth of photography to the rise of modernity, marked by a 
crisis of representation in which new configurations of power and subject/object 
relations are established. The uncertainty towards nature and its representations 
is echoed throughout the early nineteenth century, where man is no longer seen 
as a passive recipient but an active agent. Alongside the inventors of photography, 
Batchen sees the writings of the poet Samuel Taylor Coleridge, the picturesque 
theorist and classical scholar Richard Payne Knight, and the Reverend William 
Gilpin as exemplifying the emergence of a new form of subjectivity where man 
is simultaneously the subject and object of his knowledge.

Burning with Desire succeeds in revealing the ambivalent nature of the 
origins of photography. By questioning the timing of photography’s conception, 
the book can be seen as an attempt to rewrite photography’s history. What is 
assumed to be of a fixed origin, the discovery of photography, in fact possesses 
multiple beginnings and cannot be attributed to a single individual.11 Batchen 
identifies a specific period in history where certain discourses emerge which 
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point to a shift in the organization of the human subject – the period that 
directly precedes the invention of photography, noting the sudden irruption of 
photographic-like discourses in art, literature and science in the era preceding 
the 1830s: ‘Clearly it was only possible to think “photography” at this specific 
historical conjuncture; photography as a conceptual economy thus has an 
identifiable historical and cultural specificity. This is why the principal question 
… has been not “Who invented photography?” but rather “Within which 
specific dynamic of cultural/social forces was it possible for photography to be 
thought by anybody?”’12

Batchen’s project, although admirable in many ways, still falls into a theori-
zation of photography that is bound up with its technological status. For his 
rewriting of photographic history situates the origins of photography in the 
late 1700s, thus identifying the medium as a product of a ‘modern’ sensibility, 
arising from a crisis of representation. He writes:

Much more overwhelming in this regard is the vast absence, prior to this period, 
of talk along the lines I have described. From a virtual dearth of signs of a desire 
to photograph, the historical archive reveals the onset only in the last decade of 
the eighteenth century of a rapidly growing, widely dispersed, and increasingly 
urgent need for that-which-was-to-become-photography.13

I disagree with Batchen’s argument that the thought of photography was only 
made possible in the last decade of the eighteenth century. For to desire photog-
raphy is already to be conscious of it, or of something that is akin to it. This 
sudden irruption of photographic-like discourse in art, literature and science in 
the late 1700s is in fact the rationalization of photography. I argue instead that 
the invention of photography is only the material manifestation of that which 
has always existed.

Against the widespread tendency to associate the origins of photography 
with the nineteenth-century inventions of Niépce, Daguerre, Talbot and others, 
I argue that as a philosophical project, photography goes further back in time 
than what is generally recognized as the period of its inception, the nineteenth 
century. In fact, its presence can be uncovered right at the roots of Western 
metaphysics, within discourses of magic, mysticism and spiritual practice. 
Instead of locating the origin of photography at the site of the camera obscura, 
I will complicate the history of the medium and suggest that intimations of 
photography can be found in the core of Platonic and Neoplatonic thought.

One of the aims of this book is to question the all-too-ready dismissal of 
photography by historians and critics as a medium with no inherent qualities, 
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the assumption of it being nothing more than a technological system of visual 
representation based upon Renaissance perspective. To address the often-
reductive discourses on photography, I propose a different way of thinking 
about photography in terms of photagogia or the ‘evoking of light’. As I have 
said, while Tagg, Price and others have all engaged with photography in 
diverse and productive ways, reflecting upon the various problematics of 
photography, they often take the conditions that produced the object of their 
critique as a given, thus omitting to examine the underlying reasons behind, 
for example, photography’s apparent lack of identity, which, I argue, can be 
considered as something other than the weakness of the medium but an 
outcome of that which is much more complex. As a consequence, instead of 
delving into the reasons underlying photography’s mutability, the volatility 
of the photograph is often accepted as an a priori and one of the failings of 
the medium. I suggest that the uncertainty experienced when confronting 
the medium can be conveyed by the Greek word chalepon (χαλεπόν), a word 
which frequently appears in the Platonic dialogues. I am inspired by John 
Sallis’s use of the word in his reading of Plato. In The Verge of Philosophy he 
writes: ‘How, then, is it possible to read Platonic dialogues together in a way 
that is both critical and productive? What needs, above all, to be stressed 
can perhaps best be expressed by a word found often in these texts, the word 
χαλεπόν’.14

This book attempts to explore that which lies behind photography’s diffi-
cultness (χαλεπότης), by examining how photography is already implicated in 
Western thought, before the arrival of its technical regeneration as the photog-
raphy with which we are all familiar. By showing how photography has always 
been parasitic upon the history of philosophy and by uncovering the dreams 
of photographein concealed within theurgy and mysticism, I hope to open up 
new possibilities in reading photography, which in turn will shed light on the 
ways in which we reflect upon the history of Western philosophy. Both Barthes 
and Benjamin have alluded to the presence of magic in their encounters with 
photography; these observations have curiously gone unnoticed or perhaps even 
been deliberately overlooked by subsequent thinkers.15 As we have seen earlier, 
Barthes describes the photograph as ‘an emanation of past reality: a magic, not 
an art’.16 Benjamin, in his essay ‘Little History of Photography’, notes the ‘magical 
value’ of the photograph, which painting cannot produce.17 It is interesting that 
indexicality, the trace or imprint, seemingly the basis for the realist perspectives 
so often associated with photography, also seems to evoke this sense of magic 
for these thinkers. What is this wonderment of photography? Is it driven by the 
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longing (ephesis) for the divine; does it coincide with the Neoplatonic dream of 
achieving homoiōsis theō?

I argue that the history of Western philosophy can be read as the movement of 
photagogia (φωταγωγία) or the ‘evoking of light’, a term used by the Neoplatonic 
philosopher Iamblichus. The history of philosophy is an appropriate host for the 
photagogic, since light occupies a privileged place in its figures of transcendence. 
The presence of light pervades philosophy’s own origin myths, from the sunlight 
in Plato’s cave allegory, the oscillation between light and night in Parmenides’s 
poem ‘On Nature’, to the light of creation in the Corpus Hermeticum, not to 
mention philosophy’s historical obsession with representation and reflection.18

The writing of photographic history is inseparable from the writing of a 
history of light. Photographein brings out the strange traces of the absolute 
contained within the wider practice of photagogia. As I looked into the early 
writings on light, I noticed something that began to reveal itself – the constant 
presence of divine light (a photophania that is also a theophania and agath-
ophania).19 In the Republic, Plato refers to light as a third kind (triton genos) that 
constitutes the conditions of seeing. Socrates says: ‘Though vision may be in the 
eyes and its possessor may try to use it, and though color be present, yet without 
the presence of a third thing specifically and naturally adapted to this purpose, 
you are aware that vision will see nothing and the colors will remain invisible’ 
(507e). Another figure which frequently makes its appearance in this book is 
the sun – the sun as representative of the transcendental Good in the sensible 
world, as manifestation of the Divine and as the residing place of the hidden 
primordial light. As Derrida remarks in his essay ‘Demeure, Athènes’: ‘Toute 
photographie est du soleil.’ (‘Every photograph is of the sun.’)20

In the following chapters, I will attempt to reconstruct a genealogy of phota-
gogia of which photography, now a dominant way of collecting light, is an 
example. I hope to show that photography, understood as a mode and practice 
of photagogia, has always existed prior to its ‘invention’, deeply embedded 
within the roots of Western metaphysics, in practices of mysticism and magic, 
waiting to surface and to be revealed. This book offers a history of photography 
that departs from the more conventional, technologically oriented accounts of 
the medium. My aim is not to replace these other narratives but, instead, to 
suggest ways of rethinking photography’s ontological instability in a manner 
that is not reductive to the medium, to move away from the critical studies 
that tend to overlook, suppress, or deny photography its ontology. Perhaps 
there is something of the chora in this book’s uneasy relationship to conven-
tional discourses on photography, for it is part of the nature of this project 
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not to fit, not to sit comfortably within the mainstream critical and theoretical 
writings on photography. By reading the underground cave in Republic VII 
as a photographic camera, Chapter 1 reflects on the different processes of 
photography (exposure, development, the negative, the darkroom) through the 
Platonic discourse of light and shadow, reflections, the world of appearances, 
phantasmata, simulacra, and the Good as exemplified by the sun. This sets out 
my main argument: that photography has always existed in Western thought, 
even before the advent of photography. Whereas in many previous writings on 
the Platonic speleology, more emphasis has been placed on the illusory nature 
of the cave and its dark interior, I examine both the inside and outside of the 
cave, with the aim of highlighting the alternating transition from darkness to 
light which is crucial to the allegory, and explore how this oscillating movement 
may be considered as an embodiment of the photographic process. I suggest 
that Socrates is a photographer who teaches Glaucon through a series of images, 
and examine the implications of this – in terms of the allegory of the cave and 
the simile of the line. By looking closely at the line as marking out the different 
degrees of truth of a thing, I hope to show that photography can provide us with 
a better understanding of the ways in which a thing can reveal itself. The chapter 
continues with a discussion of the image-making properties of the Good. I then 
move on to a reading of the Timaeus in Chapter 2, looking in particular at the 
elusive chora (χώρα), which I shall argue is photography.

The Timaeus is about beginnings; beginnings are fraught with difficulties, 
troublesome (chalepon), obscure (amudron) and hard to discern.21 The chora 
emerges in the middle of Timaeus’s discourse after many beginnings and 
withdraws almost immediately as it is being made known. In Double Truth, John 
Sallis describes the chora as ‘the mother of images, the virtually unspeakable 
condition of doublings’.22 In Chapter 2, I suggest that Sallis’s statement about the 
chora can also apply to photography.

Although photagogia does not make its appearance until Chapter 3, its 
presence has already been haunting the first two chapters. In this chapter, I 
explore the notion of photagogia in the theurgic practice of the Neoplatonic 
philosopher Iamblichus and show how the collection of light is the determining 
factor for the ascent of the soul (anagōgē) to take place. Thus, right at the 
core of Neoplatonism resides the practice of capturing light. I argue that the 
verbal cognate of chora – chorein – is the condition of Iamblichean theurgy.23 
In Iamblichus’s writings on theurgy, we see a tension between flashes of light 
(opening a difference in charges) and a continuous collection of light. It is in the 
second stage of anagōgē that photography takes place, for the marking of divine 
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light on the theurgist’s soul constitutes a photographic act. Chapter 3 argues that 
Iamblichean theurgy is the site of the re-emergence of the chora as photography.

Chapter 4 presents the story of St Philotheos, a ninth-century monk from 
Mount Sinai who used the verb phôteinographeistai (jwteinograjeἱsqai) 
or ‘to write with light’ to describe the mystic union with God. This chapter 
examines the photographic experience of divine ecstasy – the imprinting of 
God’s image on the soul of the devotee. Does the encounter with the divine 
always necessitate an extreme form of photagogia, leading to blindness and 
overexposure?

In Chapter 5, by examining the work of the Renaissance philosopher and 
magus Marsilio Ficino, I hope to show how theourgia gives place to therapeia. In 
Ficino’s work, the emphasis on an upward movement that characterizes theurgic 
ascent is displaced by the inclination towards a descent, the drawing down of 
divine light. Photagogia consists of acclimatizing oneself to the reception of the 
divine, enabling one to see the image of God. I argue that Ficino’s writings on 
life and light are propelled by the idea of the enhancement of photosensitivity. 
The pursuit of photosensitivity is not restricted to the spiritual domain but is 
inseparable from one’s lifestyle. Ficino proposes to his reader an entire regime 
based on the cultivation of a solar environment; this includes the consumption 
of solar food and the use of solar objects. I will show how the enhancement of 
photosensitivity for Ficino affects not only one’s spiritual cultivation but also 
one’s cognitive and physiological system.

The coda which concludes this study alludes to an essay by Jacques Derrida, 
‘Demeure, Athènes’. Derrida’s essay has been an inspiration behind many aspects 
of this project. From the Renaissance, the setting for the previous chapter, we 
flash forward to the twentieth century, to a modern-day Athens under the 
scorching heat of the sun, where glimmers of the past are intermingled with the 
present, like the multiple reflections of light bouncing off from one surface to 
the next. Thus the movement forward is also an act of reflecting back. Contrary 
to the continuous absorption of light which predominates Ficino’s photagogia, 
in ‘Demeure, Athènes’ exaiphnês takes centre stage, characterized by sudden 
bursts of light. Derrida dreams of dreaming the same dream as Socrates. What 
is the nature of this dream? What does this have to do with photography?

To borrow the beginning of a phrase which constantly appears in the 
Platonic dialogues, ‘ti esti’ or ‘What is …?’ (τί ἐστι), I would like to ask, ‘What is 
photography?’ (ti esti photographein) (τι εστι φωτογραφειν), if such a question 
can be asked again, after so many have responded that it is nothing. Perhaps it 
should be followed by a second question, ‘What is the chora of photography?’
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Plato’s Allegorical Camera-cave

The light of the sun in water is a kind of shadow.
Ficino, De amore VI.17

The writing of this chapter can be described as chalepon – difficult, troublesome 
and dangerous. Chalepon is a word that appears in both the Republic and the 
Timaeus, which Plato uses to describe the Good and the chora. My experience 
with chalepon (χαλεπόν) works on many levels. I find my engagement with the 
Platonic texts chalepon; the heterogeneity of the dialogues is troublesome and 
difficult and, as a result, I find myself circling and hovering above the texts, 
hoping to lower myself into a point of entry. On the one hand, this may be a 
kind of daydream – for at the same time that a distance separates me from the 
text, I am in fact deeply embroiled in it, unable to tear myself apart from the 
object of my study. This thing that I am studying is chalepon, for it is silent – 
unspeakable, unphotographable and impossible to behold.

Despite what Socrates says about the escaped prisoner, that he is finally able 
to behold the sun ‘as it is, in its own place’ (auton kath’auton en tèi autou chorai), 
what awaits us at the end of the line and at the apex of the prisoner’s ascent is an 
impossible image, for how can one stare at the sun when it is precisely the sun 
that bestows vision? How can one take a photograph of photography? How can 
one capture the origin that withdraws and resists being fixed?

The writing of this text is therefore chalepon, for it is a strenous and 
dangerous task to incorporate the different aspects, loose strands and discon-
tinuities that reflect the richness of the Platonic dialogues and to demonstrate 
how they are interwoven so tightly together with photography. I find myself 
constantly reordering, removing, and reinserting things again and again. This 
partly arises from the complexity of Plato’s work with its multi-faceted mirrors 
in which appearances are perpetually captured and deflected.

It seems that a discussion on the Good will always be haunted by a kind of 
doubling. I am aware that at many times I am doubling John Sallis in my writings 
on the Good. Perhaps one cannot move away from any form of doubling when 
truth and being are spoken about. Timaeus uses the word chalepon to describe 
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how difficult it is for him to tell the story of the beginning (48c). This comes 
as no surprise since the discourse on the origin cannot be but troublesome, 
dangerous and bordering on the unsayable.

In ‘The allegory of the cave’ in Plato’s Republic, Book VII (VII. 514A–521B), 
Socrates resembles a magician conjuring for us two contrasting spectacles, one 
immersed in darkness and the other in sunlight. The first moving picture which 
Socrates unveils to Glaucon is that of a dark cave where men are held prisoners 
by chains.1 Socrates asks Glaucon to imagine the situation: unable to turn their 
heads and to see each other, these prisoners are forced perpetually to look at a 
wall in front of them where shadows in the forms of humans and animals move 
about. These shadows are cast by the firelight and belong to marionettes that 
are carried by performers hiding behind a parapet. Often the performers would 
emit some noise, which the prisoners, having known nothing but the reality of 
the shadows, would mistake for sound coming from the shadows.

In one of the English translations of Plato’s Republic by F. M. Cornford, 
Socrates says to Glaucon: ‘Here is a parable to illustrate the degrees in which 
our nature may be enlightened or unenlightened. Imagine the condition of 
men living in a sort of cavernous chamber underground, with an entrance open 
to the light and a long passage all down the cave.’2 The same passage has been 
translated in different ways, with the word parable becoming situation, ‘here’s a 
situation which you can use as an analogy for the human condition – for our 
education or lack of it’,3 or experience, ‘take the following sort of experience as an 
image to the degree’.4 In a translation by H. D. P. Lee, we find Socrates speaking 
in a more commanding tone: ‘I want you to go on to picture the enlightenment 
or ignorance of our human condition.’5

Taking into consideration the usual problems encountered when trans-
lating from one language to another, how can we explain the differences in 
the various English versions of the text? Consultation of several translations of 
Plato’s allegory of the cave reveal variations in interpretation, omissions from 
the original text as well as additions to it. Perhaps the ambiguous nature of the 
passage accounts for the different versions in translation. For example, we do not 
know whether the fire burning behind the prisoners is located inside or outside 
of the cave; we are told by Socrates that it is placed at a higher position: ‘At some 
distance higher up is the light of a fire burning behind them.’6 Similarly, when 
one of the prisoners is set free and forced to turn his head towards the light, is 
he looking at the firelight or the daylight that is coming through the entrance 
of the cave? Here are two versions of the passage: ‘Suppose one of them was 
unchained, and was immediately made to stand up and turn his head around, to 
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walk about and look up the cave towards the firelight.’7 Cornford translates the 
above sentence as: ‘Suppose one of them set free and forced suddenly to stand 
up, turn his head, and walk with eyes lifted to the light.’8

Paul Shorey also chooses not to specify the type of light: ‘When one was freed 
from his fetters and compelled to stand up suddenly and turn his head around 
and walk and to lift up his eyes to the light …’9 The original word that Plato uses is 
phôs or light. When Socrates first presents to us the spectacle of the cave and asks 
us to consider it as an analogy, parable or experience, he uses the term apeikason, 
which can be defined as ‘to represent from a model’, ‘to copy’ or ‘to imagine’.10

Glaucon’s replies to Socrates’s questions are all related to sight. Even the name 
Glaucon (Γλαύκων) refers to ‘gleaming’ as in ‘gleaming eyes’.11 When Socrates 
asks him to imagine the cave, Glaucon replies with ‘I see’ or ‘I can picture this.’ 
When he is surprised by the strange vision of chained men watching the spectacle 
of shadows on the walls of a cave, he exclaims: ‘It is a strange picture and a strange 
sort of prisoners’ (515).12 The Greek word used here is atopos (ατοπος) which 
is defined as ‘out of place, without a place’. The word atopon will take on greater 
significance later in this chapter when we discuss the place of the Good. We also 
encounter atopon in the Timaeus, when Timaeus prays to the gods to guide him 
through his telling of the strange narrative of another beginning (49d).

In contrast to the darkness of the underground cave, the exterior world is 
filled with light. When one of the prisoners in the cave is set free and dragged 
up the slope into the exterior world, he is at first blinded by the sunlight. The 
picture of the upper world is a spectacle of sunlight and of its multiple reflec-
tions in the water and other surfaces. The man who left the cave gradually learns 
to discern the shadows, then the reflections of men and animals in water and 
other surfaces, followed by the constellation at night. It is by peeling back each 
layer of illusion that man moves closer to reality. Finally he is able to look at the 
Sun, not its ghostly apparition in water or in an alien medium, ‘but itself, just as 
it is, in its own proper place’13 or ‘as it is in itself in its own domain’.14 I will return 
to the significance of this sentence at a later point in this chapter.

On the walls of the caves are shadows

The figure of the puppeteer in the cave reappears in the Sophist as the sophist, 
the type of philosopher-educator whom Plato despised and saw as dangerous. 
For Plato the sophist falsifies reality by fabricating illusions using ‘words that 
cheat the ear’, presenting ‘images of all things in a shadow play of discourse’ and 
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misleading naive minds into thinking that they are presented with the truth.15 
He is described by Socrates as:

the man who professes to be able, by a simple form of skill, to produce all things, 
that when he creates with his pencil representations bearing the same name as 
real things, he will be able to deceive the innocent minds of children, if he shows 
them his drawings at a distance, into thinking that he is capable of creating, in 
full reality, anything he chooses to make. (234b)

The sophist resides in the realm of darkness and shadows, the world of the cave 
with its enchained inhabitants, as opposed to the philosopher whose lumines-
cence dazzles those blinded by ignorance: ‘Whereas the philosopher, whose 
thoughts constantly dwell upon the nature of reality, is difficult to see because 
his region is so bright, for the eye of the vulgar soul cannot endure to keep its 
gaze on the divine’ (254a). This brightness that is associated with the divine, 
belongs to the dominion of the sun. In the cave, in order to release the prisoners 
from the snares of blindness and ignorance, light must enter its dark interior. 
Light floods through the entrance of the cave just like the light that bursts 
through the aperture of the camera; the chamber is saturated with so much 
light that contours melt and shadows are effaced. The brimming light is the 
moment of divine unification, where the self becomes translucent. This is what 
Didi-Huberman describes as the ‘infinite ecstasy of the formless image, the pure 
tactile intensity of the flooding light’ on one’s face, the ‘face seen by the light as 
by a mother who nurses her infant’.16

The inundation of light into the cave resonates very well with certain 
technical aspects of photography, especially overexposure. Overexposure makes 
the negative thick, so thick with light that at the time of its printing, its very 
opaqueness prevents the light in the enlarger from coming through and, in 
turn, renders the resulting image a dazzling white – just as the light that the 
philosopher lets into the cave is so overwhelming as to become opaque to those 
inside. Black light, white light, in the plenitude of light nestles its darkness. 
Inhering in the divine white light is the black light of the Sufi mystics. The divine 
darkness does not come from the lack of light but from a super-abundance of 
light, what the mystics would call ‘the Night of light’, ‘luminous Blackness’ and 
‘black light’.17

The black light renders all lights visible; it brings about vision although it is 
itself invisible. The Hermetic black light can only be attained when one reaches 
the highest spiritual level. The mystic, when faced with this light – the cause 
of all seeing – cannot see it, for it is present in every act of seeing. ‘It dazzles,’ 
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writes Corbin, ‘as the superconsciousness dazzles.’18 The mystic Shaykl Lãhiji 
describes his experience just before he reaches the black light. He finds himself 
in a world of mountains and lakes full of all kinds of coloured lights, before the 
black light swallows up the entire universe absorbing him into the light.19 The 
mystic seeks the Orient where the midnight sun and the black light resides. This 
Orient cannot be found on the map for it does not refer to the east as opposed 
to the west, which are the usual divisions of cartography. The Orient is in fact 
located at the centre, or the summit, what is known as the heavenly North Pole.20

The midnight sun of Iranian Sufism finds its resonance in the sun of 
Parmenides’s quest, when he voyaged to the depths of Hades to Tartaros, guided 
by kourai, daughters of the Sun, and welcomed by Persephone the Queen of the 
underworld. In Peter Kingsley’s work, In the Dark Places of Wisdom, he argues 
that, contrary to the prevalent understanding of Parmenides as the exponent of 
rationality and logic, the Pre-Socratic philosopher was actually an Iatromantis, 
a prophet and healer. Like Pythagoras, Parmenides practised the technique 
of incubation (enkoimesis) – lying still (hêsychia) in the darkness of the cave 
(phôleos) to prepare one’s entrance into a state of consciousness which hovers 
between sleeping and waking, in order to receive wisdom from the gods and to 
be able to heal those in need. As Kingsley points out, the word phôleos refers to a 
lair or den in which an animal goes into hibernation.21 Lying inside the phôleos, 
the Iatromantis is ‘neither alive nor dead … at home not only in this world of 
the senses but in another reality as well’.22

The cave in which incubation takes place is not a space reserved solely for the 
Iatromantis. Patients are also encouraged to lie inside the cave under the super-
vision of the priest, otherwise known as the Phôlarchos, or ‘lord of the lair’.23 
Sometimes the incubation would last for days during which the gods would 
appear in dreams and bestow guidance and answers to patients’ questions. A 
preparatory ritual is often involved, consisting of prayers, fasting, purification 
baths and sacrifices, such as those that took place at the temple of Asclepius 
at Epidaurus, a popular healing site during the fourth century bce.24 In this 
enclosed and sacred chamber which serves as a platform for divine contact, we 
see an example of how magic, medicine and religion are intrinsically bound 
up in the ancient world before drifting their separate ways. Among the many 
inscriptions that recorded the healing process and the ‘testimonials’ of the 
patients at Epidaurus, we find the story of a woman who successfully gave birth 
to a child after a pregnancy of five years, a man who woke up with the scars on 
his face removed and a patient who dreamt of a god (either Asclepius or Apollo) 
pouring medicine into her blind eye and who awoke completely healed.25
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In the nether regions, what we ‘rationally’ perceive as antithetical elements 
no longer remain in opposite poles; it is the realm where light resides in 
darkness and where the sun god Apollo returns with his chariot every night. 
As Kingsley puts it: ‘Right at the roots of western as well as eastern mythology 
there’s the idea that the sun comes out of the underworld and goes back to the 
underworld. That’s where it has its home; where its children come from. The 
source of light is at home in the darkness.’26

The photographic movement – its continuous rhythm from light to dark, dark 
to light, where the two are simultaneously present at each instant, reveals the 
true nature of divine darkness – an excess of light. The light-sensitive emulsion 
is enframed in the darkness of the camera awaiting its moment of exposure. The 
shutter is released and a certain amount of light is allowed to make its mark on 
the surface of the film. The film stripped bare of its armour of metal is rolled on 
to a reel and developed inside a dark tank. The immersion of different chemicals 
one after the other follows a certain rhythm; the film, held in the tank’s embrace, 
is rocked from side to side. The resulting negatives are exposed to a light source 
projected from the top of the enlarger, which resembles the sun shining down 
from above. Light seeps through the negative image and traces the shadows on 
to a blank piece of photographic paper, which in turn is plunged into various 
liquid baths. After the image is fixed and washed, it is ready to take on a life of 
its own and circulate the world as a photograph.

Shadowplay

We can distinguish two types of shadows in the allegory of the cave. The 
ex-prisoner, unaccustomed yet to the dazzling light of the exterior world, first 
learns to rest his gaze upon the shadows. Unlike the ever-changing projections 
on the walls in the cave, which are devious, deceptive and unnatural – manipu-
lated by conjurors and pretending to be the thing itself, the shadows in the 
outside world – ‘likenesses or reflections in water of men and other things’ 
(748) are of a higher order for they belong to the domain of phusis. They are 
‘phantasms created by God in water and shadows of objects that are real and not 
merely, as before, the shadows of images cast through a light which, compared 
with the sun, is as unreal’ (532c). These real or natural images are described by 
Plato in the Sophist: ‘Dream images, and in daylight all those naturally produced 
semblances which we call “shadow” when dark patches interrupt the light, or a 
“reflection” when the light belonging to the eye meets and coalesces with light 
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belonging to something else on a bright and smooth surface and produces a 
form yielding a perception that is the reverse of the ordinary direct view’ (266c).

An earlier passage in the Republic known as the simile of the line will help 
us in our understanding of the prisoner’s ascent from the cave to the exterior 
world. In some ways the different levels of the line correspond to the experience 
of the escaped prisoner, his journey from the darkness of the underground cave 
to the highest point, where he is finally able to gaze at the sun. In the previous 
sections, I have attempted to show how the Platonic cave can be read as a photo-
graphic camera. With my analysis of the line, I hope to show how photography 
is intrinsically bound up with Western metaphysics.

When shadows and reflections are mentioned in Socrates’s presentation of 
the line (509d–511e), Plato is undoubtedly preparing his reader for the ensuing 
section on the allegory of the cave. Socrates explains the four levels of knowledge 
to Glaucon by dividing a line into four unequal segments, two segments each 
belonging to the visible world and the intelligible world. At the lowest level is 
eikasia, at the second level is pistis, above it is dianoia and at the highest level 
is episteme. Dianoia and pistis are of the same proportion. The image/copy is 
placed at the bottom of the line; the original is placed directly above it in the 
level of pistis. These two comprise the visible world or the world of belief (to 
doxaston). The higher two levels, episteme and dianoia, make up the intelli-
gible world. Dianoia describes mathematical knowledge or knowledge gained 
through enquiry into the originals residing in the visible world. Episteme, which 
is at the highest level, does not require images but uses Forms as a method of 
understanding.27

Socrates positions images (eikones) at the lowest level in the visible world. 
He says: ‘By images I mean, first, shadows, and then reflections in water and 
on surfaces of dense, smooth, and bright texture, and everything of that kind, if 
you apprehend’ (510).28 These images have their counterparts as living creatures 
and natural elements, all products of divine creation. It is curious that Plato 
would group together shadows, reflections in water and reflections in mirrors 
(‘surfaces of dense, smooth and bright texture’), because if we look closely at the 
two types of reflections, the surfaces that support these images are different – 
water is an element of nature whereas the mirror belongs to the realm of technê, 
although in this case what it reflects is of the natural order. However, in Republic 
X, Plato cautions us against the deceitful nature of reflections and he chooses 
the mirror to illustrate the different levels of appearance. In a discussion identi-
fying the art of production as either imitation or original, Socrates tells Glaucon 
that a craftsman, an artist, or anyone in fact, can quickly and without difficulty 
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produce all things in the heavens and on earth by using a portable mirror: ‘You 
will speedily produce the sun and all the things in the sky, and speedily the 
earth and yourself and the other animals and implements and plants and all the 
objects of which we just now spoke’ (596e). In this amazing passage, we are not 
far away from the picturesque world of the Claude glass and the daguerreotype’s 
mirror images.

John Sallis’s reading of the line simile in Being and Logos facilitates an 
understanding of the complexity of the line and how closely interwoven Plato’s 
metaphysics is with the process of imaging. Sallis points out that the different 
sections of the line do not refer to separate objects but are ‘different degrees of 
truth (manifestness) of the same things’.29 The line is a plotting of the movement 
in which a thing can reveal itself; the segments of the line representing various 
levels of concealment. Sallis notes that the intelligible and the visible are not 
two separate domains. In fact, like the lower segments of the line, the two levels 
of noesis – both dianoia and to a certain extent episteme, need to rely upon 
images.30 Dianoetic knowledge is constructed by hypotheses that are drawn 
from the visible. Although at the level of episteme, one no longer needs to 
rely upon images from pistis in the visible world, images are still required, for 
epistemic knowledge derives from eide, which are images of the Good.31

Sallis locates the passage from pistis towards dianoia as the ‘beginning of 
philosophy’ since it represents the ‘very opening-up of this difference’ between 
the intelligible and the visible.32 Socrates’s task here, as teacher, is to bring 
his pupil Glaucon to this level of understanding which corresponds to philo-
sophical thinking through the discussion of the line and the image of the cave, 
but the dialogue between the two never moves beyond dianoia.33 Even Socrates’s 
explanation of episteme is presented through the understanding of dianoia. 
When Glaucon asks his teacher to continue the discussion until the end of the 
line, Socrates replies:

You will no longer be able, dear Glaucon, to follow me further, though on my 
part there will be no lack of good will. And, if I could, I would show you, no 
longer an image and symbol of my meaning, but the very truth, as it appears to 
me – though whether rightly or not I may not properly affirm. (533)

The ‘very truth’ (αύτò τò άληθές) here, refers to that which is ‘unconcealed’ – 
the original.34 Socrates is telling Glaucon that if he could, he would show the 
very truth as it appears to him. Does this mean that even at the level of dialectic, 
we can never move away from images, that we can never see truth as it is, in its 
place? As Sallis remarks: ‘to speak more directly, there is no end of the road, no 
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haven where one would finally have the highest idea present without reserve 
before one’s vision. Always there would remain images, difference – that is, the 
bond to concealment.’35

Even the line itself is an image. There is an inherent performative aspect 
concerning the line; what it demonstrates also applies to itself.36 Sallis suggests 
that if we regard the line as a ‘thing’ at different stages of concealment, then 
Socrates’s verbal description of the line can be considered as an ‘image’ 
belonging to the level of eikasia. By following the verbal description and actually 
drawing the line, we are moving upwards towards the level of pistis. And by 
measuring and marking out the ratio of the line, thus applying mathematics to 
what we know so far about the line, we are in the realm of dianoetic knowledge. 
Sallis differentiates between two types of dianoia in his reading of the line. 
Downward dianoia involves a return to the visible, to obtain an understanding 
of the images which reside in the realm of doxa in relation to the intelligible. 
This downward-looking movement from the level of the intelligible elucidates 
the visible through ‘genuine measure … as opposed to the merely relative 
determination with which it is presented to perception’.37 He explains that 
upward dianoia is closer to philosophical reflection, drawing the soul away 
from the visible, for it brings about a realization that the visible is uncertain, 
that visible things are merely images ‘in the sense of supplying a locus where 
the determinate things, the eide, show themselves but in such a way as also to 
conceal themselves’.38 In explaining the ascension of the soul, Sallis suggests that 
this realization must be a forceful one; upward dianoia has to be ‘provoked’ by 
the ‘downward movement of clarification [which] shatters against the indeter-
minacy of the visible’ (emphasis added).39

Sallis observes that there is a discrepancy between the ratio of the line 
segments and the degrees of clarity to which each segment supposedly corre-
sponds. According to Socrates’s description of the line, dianoia and eikasia 
would be in the same proportion. How can things that exist in the realm of 
the visible possess the same kind of clarity as those residing in dianoia? One 
way of understanding this seeming contradiction would be to regard dianoia 
as also reliant on images – images which are the ‘originals’ or pistis from the 
lower realm, as we have seen earlier with the downward movement of dianoia.40 
In a later work entitled The Verge of Philosophy, Sallis returns to the line simile 
in the Republic and describes this segment of the line as dianoetic eikasia, thus 
emphasizing its dependence upon images from the visible world or doxa. At 
the end of the line, the reliance on images or what he calls the ‘image-original 
dyadic structure’ will be dispensed of, ‘for the sake of a vision of the ἀρχἠ, the 
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beginning, which is not itself an image of something else’.41 At this ultimate 
point, there will be no more images but the original – the Good, ‘in and by itself 
in its own place’ (516b). But whether or not one can reach this highest point is 
another matter which I will return to in my discussion of the Good.

Proclus’s commentary

In his commentary on the Republic, Proclus, the fifth-century Neoplatonist 
philosopher, draws our attention to Plato’s definition of the image (eikon) in 
the simile of the line.42 He suggests that although ‘copy’ may refer to sculpted or 
painted images, Plato focuses on images that are produced by sources of light 
on illuminated surfaces: ‘Il (Platon) dit nommer “copies” des images telles que 
celles qui sont produites par les éclairants dans les éclairés, soit les ombres soit les 
images réflechies tant à la surface de l’eau que dans les autres sortes de miroirs.’43 
(‘He (Plato) calls by “copies”, images such as those that are produced by the 
illuminating in the illuminated, either shadows, or reflected images as much 
on the surface of water as on other types of mirrors.’) Proclus elaborates on 
the three properties of the reflective surface as described by Socrates – density, 
smoothness and bright texture. Density is necessary, says Proclus, in order for 
the reflection to be brought forth as a singular image. Although the reflection 
may come from different sources, it is important that the reflected image is not 
lost when it falls upon the pores of the surface. For the reflected image to appear 
even and complete, the surface should be smooth and without indentation. 
Brightness is required in order for a dark reflection to be fully seen. Proclus 
evokes the beautiful image of light streaming through the windows revealing 
particles suspended in air. These molecules by themselves are dark and invisible 
without the presence of light.44

Shadows are of the same nature as reflections because they are copies of 
things and possess a strong resonance with the objects from which they project 
themselves. According to Proclus, this affinity between objects and their 
shadows is fully exploited by magicians when they conjure up ghosts. Is Proclus 
referring to an early form of phantasmagoria, necromancy, or the esoteric art of 
magicians?45 It is probably the latter, for he points out that animals also possess 
such magical powers. He gives us the example of the hyena, which is capable 
of dragging a dog down from above if it steps on the dog’s shadow.46 Is this due 
to the resemblance between the hyena and the dog thereby investing it with 
power over the latter’s shadow? He also refers to Aristotle who proclaims that 
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if a menstruating woman looks at herself in the mirror, her reflected image 
will take on the colour of blood. Proclus concludes that certain qualities of the 
original are inherent in the simulacrum and that reflections are actual realities 
of those spectral bodies produced by divine artifice, ‘les reflets sont les réalités 
substantielles de certains corps spectraux’.47 We are far from the shadows in the 
cave that have no real connection with the objects which the prisoners, in their 
uneducated minds, take them to be.

Outside of the cave, the ex-prisoner habituates himself to the recognition 
of reflections; he then directs his gaze at the actual objects themselves. His 
perception shifts upwards and the man raises his head to look at the night sky 
with its constellations, before he learns to discern the sun, the representation 
of all Good and Beautiful. The order of vision during his ascent is extremely 
important: from shadows we move on to reflections, then to the objects 
themselves, followed by the stars in the night sky, before finally reaching the sun. 
As we can see from Proclus’s observations, the various stages of the ex-prisoner’s 
upward movement appear to correspond to the different levels of Plato’s line.

Proclus explains that stars are copies of the intelligible, and the fire burning 
in the stars is of the same nature as the sun. Just as the stars possess some 
essence of the sun, because they benefit from the light emanating from it, the 
intelligible is divine because of the light that issues from the Good.48 Proclus 
reminds us that Socrates teaches through analogy, although there is nothing 
physically similar between the sun and the Good, it is possible to draw an 
analogy between the light of the sun as the source of all things visible, that 
which renders objects perceptible and that which allows the viewers to see 
them, ‘qu’elle [cette lumière] fournit aux visibles la cause de ce qu’ils sont vus et 
à ceux qui voient la cause de ce qu’ils voient’, and Reality, creator of objects of 
knowledge and the motive for those who seek the intelligible, ‘de même que la 
Réalité est cause pour les Intelligibles de ce qu’ils sont intelligés et, pour ceux qui 
intelligent, cause de ce qu’ils intelligent’.49

Contemplating the entire sky and its constellations before seeing the sun 
is just like looking at all that resides in the intelligible world and in the world 
of appearances before perceiving the Good. Proclus suggests that when Plato 
writes ‘the objects of knowledge not only receive from the presence of the 
good their being known, but their very existence and essence is derived to 
them from it, though the good itself is not essence but still transcends essence 
in dignity and surpassing power’ (509b), the Good is a kind of super-essence, 
transcendent and prior to the most divine essences, beyond essence and being 
(ontos).50 It is only in the intelligible world that the Good allows itself to be 
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seen. Just like the Sun, the light emanating from the Good is the most divine of 
all light, shining forth from the objects in the intelligible world. Inferior to this 
light would be the light from the stars, which Proclus sees as more divine than 
the starlight reflected in the viewer’s eyes. We can perhaps compare this universe 
of sympathies to a hall of mirrors or even a kaleidoscope, where things are 
reflected within each other, creating a continuous mise-en-abyme. Or would it 
be more appropriate to perceive these rings of affinities as a world of concentric 
circles produced by a pebble thrown into the smooth mirror of a pond?

In Proclus’s treatise On the Priestly Art According to the Greeks,51 he explains 
how elements belonging to the different orders of being are related to each other 
through a series of ‘chains’ (σειραί):

Why do heliotropes move together with the sun, selenotropes with the moon, 
moving around to the extent of their ability with the luminaries of the cosmos? 
All things pray according to their own order and sing hymns, either intellec-
tually or rationally or naturally or sensibly, to heads of entire chains. And since 
the heliotrope is also moved towards that to which it readily opens, if anyone 
hears it striking the air as it moves about, he perceives in the sound that it offers 
to the king of the hymn that a plant can sing.
 In the earth, then, it is possible to see suns and moons terrestrially, but 
in heaven one can also see celestially all the heavenly plants and stones and 
animals living intellectually. So by observing such things and connecting them 
to the appropriate heavenly beings, the ancient wise men brought divine powers 
into the region of mortals, attracting them through likeness. For likeness is suffi-
cient to join beings to one another … Thus, all things are full of gods: Things on 
earth are full of heavenly gods; things in heaven are full of supercelestials; and 
each chain continues abounding up to its final members.52

In this ‘essential community between visible and invisible beings’,53 a bond 
of affinity can be established between the sensible and the intelligible world, 
through the heliotrope, the sun and the transcendental Good. Proclus uses 
the example of the plant turning its head towards the sun to demonstrate 
how sympatheia operates and manifests itself in the natural world. Further in 
the text, he identifies both animate and inanimate objects as possessing solar 
properties – the lotus, a stone called the Bel’s eye, the lion and the cock. He 
writes: ‘So it seems that properties sown together in the sun are distributed 
among the angels, demons, souls, animals, plants and stones that share them’ 
(lines 67–9).

With sympatheia, we are no longer in the realm of analogy, for within the 
same chain (σειρά), each of the lower elements is regarded as a sumbolon 
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(σύµβολον) or sunthema (σύνϑηµα) of the higher one.54 As Proclus states in his 
Commentary on Plato’s Timaeus:

For the divine does not stand aloof from anything, but is present for all things 
alike. For this reason, even if you take the lowest levels [of reality], there too you 
will find the divine present. The One is in fact everywhere present, inasmuch 
as each of the beings derives its existence from the gods, and even though they 
proceed forth from the gods, they have not gone out from them but are rather 
rooted in them … For what is beyond the gods is That which is in no way 
existent, but all beings have been embraced in a circle by the gods and exist in 
them. (209.14–28)

In Chapter 3, we will see how the philosopher-priest draws upon these 
properties to carry out various theurgic manipulations.

In his commentary on the Republic, Proclus draws our attention to the diffi-
culty of seeing the Good, which leads us to think of the sun and its blinding 
light, as the ultimate moment in the prisoner’s ascent from the cave. However, 
we cannot regard it as the final goal because the ex-prisoner, now enlightened, 
has to risk his life and descend into the cave once again. As Plato tells us, the 
man’s ascent from the underground cave towards the luminosity of the sun 
corresponds to the gradual awakening of his intelligence, ‘the passage from 
the deeper dark of ignorance into a more luminous world’ (518b). Armed with 
knowledge of the idea of the Good, ‘the cause for all things that is right and 
beautiful’, and ‘the authentic source of truth and reason’ (517c), he then returns 
to the inhabitants of the cave, reluctant though he may be, ‘he would feel with 
Homer and greatly prefer while living on earth to be serf of another, a landless 
man, and endure anything rather than opine with them and live that life’ (516d). 
He faces the danger of being ridiculed, for, unaccustomed to the darkness, at 
first he is unable to discern the shadows. He may even be killed by the prisoners 
who laugh at him, who think that his eyes have been damaged by the light. Even 
if he is required to surrender himself to the most unfavourable circumstances, it 
is the task, perhaps even the fate of the philosopher, to fix the shadows in the cave 
with light and to reveal the true nature of illusions. For Socrates says:

Down you must go then, each in his turn, to the habitation of the others and 
accustom yourselves to the observation of the obscure things there. For once 
habituated you will discern them infinitely better than the dwellers there, and 
you will know what each of the ‘idols’ is and whereof it is a semblance, because 
you have seen the reality of the beautiful, the just and the good. So our cities 
will be governed by us and you with waking minds, and not, as most cities 
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now which are inhabited and ruled darkly as in a dream by men who fight one 
another for shadows. (520c)

The Good

When the prisoner is dragged out of the cave and his eyes habituated to the 
world of light, Socrates tells Glaucon that the man will finally be able to look 
directly at the Sun, not its ‘reflections in water or phantasms of it in an alien 
setting, but in and by itself in its own place’ (516b). What does it mean to behold 
the sun ‘as it is’? What is the place of the sun? To look directly at the sun is 
surely painful and dangerous for it will culminate in the destruction of sight.55 
As Sallis tells us, blindness leads to an obscuration of things, resulting in their 
withdrawal and concealment.56 How then can the loss of vision function at the 
same time as a form of enlightenment, providing us with insight into the things 
themselves? In another Platonic dialogue, one finds a very different discussion 
of the sun. In the Phaedo, Socrates warns of the dangers of looking directly at a 
solar eclipse (99d) unless it is through a reflection of some kind: ‘It occurred to 
me that I must guard against the same sort of risk which people run when they 
watch and study an eclipse of the sun; they really do sometimes injure their eyes, 
unless they study its reflection in water or some other medium’ (99e). Socrates 
fears that the reliance on sight or the other senses to understand the nature of 
beings would lead to the blindness of the soul (99e). Instead one should turn to 
logoi: ‘So I decided that I must have recourse to theories, and use them in trying 
to discover the truth about things’ (99e).

Here I would like to introduce the notion of doubling and highlight its impor-
tance in the above passage from the Phaedo; to turn away from the sun signifies 
a turning away from the original towards the image (eikon), its double.57 
However, this movement does not only involve the image but also logoi. As 
Sallis points out:

[T]he recourse to λόγοι is nothing but a way of redoubling the drive to origin, 
of posing in every instance the thing itself (τò πραγµα αυτό) as ειδος and thus 
(re)launching the advance towards the originals. It is thus anything but simply 
a recourse to images, and one soon realizes that a redoubling haunts that very 
turn with which philosophy would begin.58

Thus the movement towards unconcealment. Here it may be useful to recall that 
the various degrees of showing from eikasia to episteme posited by Plato includes 
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both an advancement and a regression – each step that brings us closer to the 
origin entails a regressive turning away from it. In order to behold ‘the thing 
itself ’ (τò πραγµα αυτό), one needs to rely upon logoi and eikon, thus simultane-
ously moving away from the original object ‘to the images through which, if not 
among which, one would advance only by a double vision’.59 Diagrammatically 
one may be tempted to plot a divergent movement with arrows moving in 
opposite directions, one pointing towards the origin and the other towards logoi. 
However, Sallis argues that this is not the case; the search for truth involves a 
redoubling at every turn – each turn is simultaneously a movement towards and 
a movement away – thus ‘the double turn both directs one toward the origin and 
opens the space of the difference between the εἴδη and the things of sense’.60 It 
is a double doubling, for turning away from the original to logoi, what one may 
consider as a distancing, entails at the same time a moving forwards, bringing 
one closer to the original.

Socrates’s cautionary words in the Phaedo concerning the sun are contra-
dictory to the passage in the Republic, where the ex-prisoner only gains access 
to truth (aletheia) when he is finally capable of looking directly at the sun as 
an original and not as a copy. How do we account for the differing views on 
the vision of the sun? Could it be that what is involved here in the Phaedo 
consists of a different type of looking since we are denied a direct vision of the 
sun, which is hidden in an eclipse? Referring to the passage from the Republic, 
Sallis suggests that instead of a persistent beholding of the sun which can be 
detrimental to one’s eyesight, Socrates is referring to a momentary glance at 
the sun and not a constant gaze. Sallis argues that a direct vision of the sun is 
impossible, for the sun withdraws itself from our sight with its blinding light. If 
we turn away from the sun, we experience dark orbs temporarily emblazoned 
on to our retina. These are blind spots, ‘the most immediate images that the sun 
makes of itself ’.61

I want to take this proposition further and suggest that the momentary 
glance mentioned by Sallis may be likened to a fast shutter speed that exposes us 
briefly to the light of the Good. To leave the shutter open for any longer duration 
would lead to overexposure, resulting in a blank image – an obliteration of the 
photographed object. Perhaps the Good can only be perceived between the 
‘blinds’, in the space that define the ‘trait’, the line, the trace, or when the shutter 
opens to allow light to come through.62 This spacing or gap belongs neither 
to the sensible nor to the intelligible realm; encompassing both absence and 
presence at the same time, it is defined only by its in-betweenness or, as Derrida 
calls it, ‘the law of the inter-view’.63 The aperture then, resembles this in-between 
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space of the blind; what its contours mark is neither sensible nor intelligible, for 
it indicates both absence and presence at the same time.64

The analogy that Plato sets up in the Republic between the sun and the 
Good, the sun providing light and nourishment to all beings in the sensible 
world just as the Good operates as generator of knowledge and truth, suggests 
that the momentary gaze experienced by the escaped prisoner may stand for 
the possibility for one to catch occasional glimpses of the Good when it shows 
itself through eide.65 It also indicates that we can never fully comprehend and 
possess a firm grasp of the Good for it is beyond being (epekeina tes ousias) 
(509b). As a consequence, one needs to look to logoi and images. Even Socrates 
himself indicates that he can only contend with the image of the Good as 
it appears to him, when Glaucon urges him to lead their discussion further 
towards noetic knowledge (533).66 When Socrates describes the ex-prisoner 
who is finally able to behold the sun, he does not use an affirmative tone but 
rather one of speculation with words such as ‘I suppose’ (516b).67 And in an 
earlier passage (506d–e), he is reluctant to speak of the Good, preferring to 
comment on its offspring.

There is a curious moment in the Republic, towards the conclusion of the 
allegory of the cave (517b), where Socrates uses analogy once again to differ-
entiate between the intelligible and visible worlds, comparing the image of the 
cave to the images of the exterior region. The fire inside the cave, he explains, 
resembles the light shining forth from the sun, and the man’s departure from the 
cave represents the soul’s upward movement towards the intelligible. At which 
point he claims that his observations, impressions or surmise (elpidos) are words 
that Glaucon had wanted to hear. He then questions himself and exclaims: ‘But 
God knows whether it is true.’ What is the significance of this sudden doubt? 
Is it a form of resignation in face of the impossible beholding of the Good? Are 
Socrates’s words meant to be ironic or a sign of mere playfulness? I want to 
draw attention to the sentence immediately following his exclamation, which 
continues to reveal the uncertainty of ever grasping the Good, when Socrates 
says: ‘But, at any rate, my dream as it appears to me is that in the region of the 
known the last thing to be seen and hardly seen is the idea of the good …’ 
(emphasis added). The allusion to dreams is significant here, for dreams are 
also mentioned in the Timaeus when Plato introduces the notion of the chora 
as triton genos, a ‘third kind’ in addition to the two orders of nature: being and 
becoming. It seems that one must enter a dreamlike state before even beginning 
to understand the idea of the Good (idea tou agathon) or the chora. I will return 
to the role of dreams in the next chapter.



 Plato’s Allegorical Camera-cave 27

In the whole of the Platonic Dialogues, the only instances in which one finds 
epekeina tes ousias (beyond being) are in the discussions of the Good. Yet Plato 
also describes the chora as residing outside of the sensible and the intelligible. 
I would like to draw attention to a question posed by Derrida in ‘Tense’, an 
essay that addresses Sallis’s work. Derrida asks: ‘And yet why does not Plato 
say that χώρα is επέκεινα της ούσίας? Why is that so difficult to say and to 
think?’68 In his essay ‘… A Wonder that One Could Never Aspire to Surpass’, 
Sallis responds to Derrida’s question by attributing Plato’s silence to the chora’s 
wildness, which he argues could be epekeina tes ousias. To support his claim, he 
singles out a sentence in Book VII of the Republic – at the ultimate moment of 
the prisoner’s ascent, when Socrates says that the escaped prisoner can finally 
look at the sun ‘not in some alien place [εδρα], but the sun itself by itself in its 
own χώρα – and see what it’s like’ (516b).69 Thirteen years later, writing in The 
Verge of Philosophy, Sallis revisits the discussion between Derrida and himself 
on the chora that began in 1982 tracing the paths of divergences in their 
respective readings of the chora. Here he compares the chora to a wild animal 
that evades capturing. Whereas for Derrida, the word chora used by Plato in 
the Republic at the moment of the prisoner’s ascent (516b) is a mere homonym 
and entirely distinct from the chora in the Timaeus, Sallis proposes to draw a 
link between the Republic’s epekeina tes ousias and the chora in the Timaeus.70 
Recalling two passages in the Timaeus, in which the formlessness of the chora 
is compared to gold and to a wax-like mould (ekmageion), Sallis proposes to 
view the chora as a happening or an operation, thus leading him to formulate 
the following question: ‘Is it the χώρα, operative in such a manner, that grants 
to the good its abode επέκεινα της ούσίας?’71 Paying tribute to Derrida, Sallis 
writes in a poignant passage that he would have liked to renew and continue 
his dialogue with his good friend ‘on the verge of such Platonism, such perhaps 
exorbitant Platonism … as I turned, once again, back to these ancient texts, 
calling again on what they hold still in reserve, he would have smiled. With 
reserve yet with generosity. The smile of a friend. And, continuing, the voice 
of a friend.’72

As we have seen above, the discussions centred on the Good in the Republic 
can be described as chalepon (χαλεπόν), the Greek word which means difficult, 
dangerous and troublesome. Plato uses chalepon in both the Republic and the 
Timaeus, although more frequently in the latter. The importance of chalepon 
has been commented upon by Sallis on numerous occasions, in reference to the 
heterogeneity of the Platonic dialogues, the elusive characteristic of the Good 
in the Republic, the triton genos in the Timaeus and the doubling of truth in 
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Western philosophy.73 The difficulty of grasping the Good lies in its transcendent 
nature, for it is outside the categories of the intelligible and the sensible.74

We find here an affinity with other belief systems, as reflected in the following 
observation by Adriano Clemente, writing of Dzogchen practice in Tibetan 
Buddhism: ‘In all the gnostic traditions, the absolute is the equivalent of the 
ineffable, of that which transcends word and thought. For example a famous 
invocation by Jigmed Lingpa reads that “even the Buddha’s tongue is weak 
to explain [i.e., the absolute condition]”.’75 We can also find resonances of the 
conditions of hyperousia in the teachings of negative theology, which draw 
upon the unspeakability of the Good. As Dionysius the Areopagite, one of the 
major figures in the via negativa, writes: ‘Now if the Good is above all things (as 
indeed It is) Its Formless Nature produces all-form; and in It alone Not-Being 
is an excess of Being, and Lifelessness an excess of Life and its Mindless state is 
an excess of Wisdom, and all the Attributes of the Good we express in a trans-
cendent manner by negative images.’76

For Derrida, the hidden Good cannot be seen, just as the act of seeing, itself, 
remains imperceptible to us: ‘[T]he absolute Good, the intelligible father who 
begets being as well as the visibility of being (the eidos figures an outline of intel-
ligible visibility), remains as invisible as the condition of sight – as visibility itself 
– can be.’77 The threat of blindness lurks in the background of the entire Platonic 
discourse on the Good, an indication of the intrinsic link that ties knowledge 
to sight.78 The loss of sight does not merely refer to the ‘blindness’ of the cave 
dwellers in the Republic or the difficulty of vision that the escaped prisoner 
experiences twice as he struggles to habituate himself to the exterior world and 
again upon his return to the cave, nor is it the potential damage to the eyes 
caused by a direct viewing of the solar eclipse; it is the excess of the Good, its 
hyperekhon which induces our blindness, for its transcendence ensures its invis-
ibility.79 However, if one is guided by noesis, one may be allowed a momentary 
glimpse of the Good as if through the fast shutter speed of the camera.

The image-maker

For Sallis, the Good operates as an image-maker. Writing of its self-propagatory 
properties, Sallis explains: ‘So, the sun is something like an image of the good, 
an image of the good begotten by the good itself. This indicates something that 
is of utmost importance regarding the good: the good possesses the power 
of image-making; the good makes images of itself.’80 If we follow through the 
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implications of this, we can see that there is something inherently photographic 
about the Good, which enables it to make images of itself.

What kind of images does the Good create? One must be careful to underline 
the distinction between the images that are generated by the Good – these are 
the sun and the eide in the intelligible world as opposed to the eikon in the 
visible world. Elaborating on the images created by the Good, Sallis writes:

To say that the good bestows being upon the knowable (that is the intelligibles) 
is to say precisely that it grants to each its distinct oneness. Constituted as one 
with itself, each is such that it need not show itself only mixed up with others 
that it is not; rather, each can show itself as it is, in its being one with itself; and 
it can show itself openly and unconcealedly, that is, truly, in the original sense 
of άλήθεια.81

In Book VII, Socrates tells Glaucon on two occasions that the Good generated 
the sun in its own image. Socrates’s words would imply that the sun is a photo-
graphic imprint of the Good – ‘The offspring of the good and most nearly made 
in its likeness’ (506e); it is begotten by the Good ‘to stand in a proportion with 
itself (on tagathon agennesen analogon)’ (508b).

In the Verge of Philosophy, Sallis observes that the image-making action of 
the Good is a form of giving, the generosity of the Good consists of its bestowal 
of being (ούςία) and truth (άλήθεια) on things, granting us knowledge by 
exposing things as they really are.82 The gift of truth or aletheia is to enable 
beings to reveal themselves as they truly are, not merely as ‘imitations’ but 
‘rather to show themselves in such a way that their very whatness, their what-
being, their ειδος, shines through them’.83 It is important to keep in mind that 
the gift of the Good entails that the origin is still discernible through its image. 
This indicates that the Good’s proximity to the photographic is even more 
remarkable, for the photograph, as Roland Barthes observes, is an ‘emanation 
of the referent’.84 In the photograph, the photographed thing manifests itself 
through the flat surface of the image. As Barthes explains so eloquently in 
Camera Lucida: ‘A sort of umbilical cord links the body of the photographed 
thing to my gaze: light, though impalpable, is here a carnal medium.’85 This 
unique property of photography, which consists of the origin shining through 
the image, is precisely what renders it such a paradoxical medium; the loved one 
is there yet at the same time not there, leading Barthes to describe it as a strange 
medium, hallucinatory and mad.86
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Socrates the photographer

As we have seen in the cave allegory, which revolves around darkness and light, 
seeing and not seeing, and in Socrates’s discussion of the line, image-making 
plays a crucial role in Books VI and VII of the Republic. In these two passages, 
not only are images discussed, the pursuit of aletheia and the ascent towards 
noesis are, in themselves, image-making processes, ‘a continuum of modes of 
showing running from a showing through the very poorest images up through 
a showing in the original’.87 Referring to an earlier passage in Republic VI 
(487e–489a) in which Socrates describes himself as ‘straining after imagery’, 
Sallis sees Socrates as an image-maker who is greedy for images.88 I will take 
Sallis’s suggestion further and propose that Socrates is in fact functioning as a 
photographer who captures and fixes images for Glaucon.

As in the discussion of the line, there is a performative aspect running 
through the allegory of the cave.89 Socrates, by presenting Glaucon with the 
initial image of the cave dwellers, continues to make images by telling the story 
of one prisoner’s ascent.90 Let us consider the first image that Socrates presents 
to Glaucon: ‘Picture men dwelling in a sort of subterranean cavern with a long 
entrance open to the light on its entire width … Picture further the light from 
a fire burning higher up’ (514). This first photograph taken by Socrates would 
probably resemble a negative image, all darkness except for the areas lit by the 
single light source inside the cave. What we see in the photograph are shadows, 
the shadows on the walls, the silhouettes of the inhabitants, the hazy outlines of 
the puppeteers and the dancing firelight.

If we take into consideration Sallis’s analysis of the line as ‘a continuum of 
modes of showing’,91 then this first photograph of the cave, in which shapes 
replace details, would be a murky image. It would offer the weakest level of 
visibility, thus corresponding to the bottom of the line in the category of eikasia. 
In a similar fashion, as the prisoner begins to make his ascent, the images that 
he sees will no longer be underexposed and dense. As the prisoner makes his 
way out of the cave, climbing up the various levels of the line, things will become 
clearer and more discernible. The photographs gradually become brighter and 
more in focus; even when one photographs the night sky, one will be able to 
make out the stars clearly. This level of visibility thus corresponds to the higher 
division of the line – the realm of the intelligible.

It is important to bear in mind, however, that this is not the end of the line. 
In fact, Socrates’s and Glaucon’s discussion stays at the level of dianoia and never 
reaches episteme. The ultimate image that the escaped prisoner sees in his ascent 
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is a completely blank photograph, a luminous picture and not a dark one, for it 
is infused with so much light that all traces are obliterated. As Socrates says, the 
ex-prisoner is finally able to see the sun ‘in and by itself in its own place’ (516b). 
This photograph of the sun is an impossible image since a direct beholding of 
the sun damages the retina and results in blindness.

The photograph taken at the apex of the man’s journey will not be the 
last picture that we see in the story of the cave. For the ex-prisoner now has 
to return to his original habitat, thus we find ourselves once again moving 
downwards, from an overabundance of light, slowly descending into the 
darkness of the underground cave, from photographs of lightness and clarity 
to darker images where things are once again indistinguishable until we find 
ourselves re-immersed in the obscurity of the cave. Socrates’s role as photog-
rapher functions at two levels. At the same time that he uses pictures to educate 
Glaucon, he is also fixing the dancing shadows for us, revealing photographi-
cally the truth of our existence.

In my discussion of the images photographed by Socrates, I have tried 
to show how negativity operates at different levels in relation to the various 
pictures presented to us in the cave allegory. The idea of the negative plays an 
even more fundamental role in the Platonic hierarchy of things since it helps us 
to distinguish the original from the copy.

Note how photography is implicated in this discussion, for it is precisely 
the negative which liberates us from the confinements of the original. After all, 
in the history of photography, it is Henry Fox Talbot’s calotype that survived, 
whereas the daguerreotype became obsolete. The success of Fox Talbot’s method 
can be attributed to the negative, which enabled one to produce multiple copies 
of the same image. If we return to Socrates’s discussion of the line with Glaucon, 
eikones or images are positioned at the bottom segment of the line in eikasia. 
These are copies – shadows and reflections whose originals can be found in 
pistis – the portion of the line directly above eikasia. In Sallis’s reading of the 
line, he emphasizes the negativity or concealment inherent in eikon and points 
out the strong link between eikasia and pistis as two ways of showing. The 
original manifests itself through the image; it ‘shine[s] forth in and through 
it’.92 It comes as no surprise then that these words can be applied to the printing 
process in the darkroom where the light of the enlarger shines through the 
negative, casting shadows on the photographic paper.

How does one distinguish an image from the original? As Socrates tells us 
in the Phaedo, it is by recognizing that an image is an image because it shows 
the original as it is and as it is not.93 Here I would like to draw another link with 



32 A History of Light

photography by thinking through the ways in which an image can reveal itself. 
In Socrates’s explanation of eikasia, the first example that he gives is the shadow, 
for the shadow is an image which shows the outline of the original object and 
nothing else.94 In the Phaedo, Socrates explains the image–original relation and 
the power of recollection by using the example of portraiture. Just as the portrait 
of Simmias is Simmias but at the same time it is not Simmias, what we see in 
an image or copy of the original is the original and what it is not.95 Photography 
would push this tension between image and original even further until the two 
become so inseparable that they are what Barthes would call laminated objects 
– any attempt to tear one apart would inevitably destroy the other, ‘as if the 
Photograph always carries its referent with itself ’.96
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Plato’s Chora and the Uneasy 
Place of Photography

Not to have anything of one’s own, isn’t that also the situation or site, the 
condition of khora?

Derrida

Let us begin by looking at the various instances in which the word chora appears 
in the Platonic dialogues. In the Timaeus, Plato chooses to use an ordinary word 
from the Greek lexicon, chora (χώρα) to designate the triton genos or third kind 
in his cosmology. As we have seen in Chapter 1, the word ‘chora’ appears in Book 
VII of the Republic when Socrates tells Glaucon of the crucial moment in the 
prisoner’s escape from the cave, when the ex-prisoner is finally able to look at 
the sun, not in an alien setting but ‘auton kath’auton en tèi autou chorai’, ‘in and 
by itself in its own place’ (516b). The summit of the climb culminates with the 
beholding of the sun and is immediately followed by the prisoner’s descent back 
into the cave. The word ‘chorai’ here refers to place. Not only does this denote the 
place of the sun but, if we follow through the analogy set up by Plato in Book VI, 
then ‘chorai’ would also allude to the location of the Good. This will prove to be 
of great significance in light of my suggestion of chora as photographic. ‘Chora’ 
also appears in the Sophist and depicts the bright region in which the philosopher 
resides, as opposed to the darkness of non-being that enshrouds the sophist 
(254a). The Stranger tells Theaetetus that it is difficult to look at the philosopher, 
for the chora of the philosopher is filled with so much light that it dazzles those 
who are ignorant. Thus one can see how the word ‘chora’ in the Platonic dialogues 
brings together the philosopher, the sun and the Good by providing them with 
an abode (ἕδρα) that is overflowing with light. As Sallis remarks: ‘Here the place 
is, then, not only just that of the philosopher but also, as such, the place of the 
brightness of being, even (as the Stranger goes on to suggest) a godly place.’1

At a later point in this chapter, I will explore the implications of this gathering, 
for chora in the Timaeus is described as triton genos, a phrase that is also used 


