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Cuanto miren los ojos creado sea
Let all the eye sees be created.

Vincente Huidobro, Arte Poética

Photography does not belong to history as one
of its already-surpassed moments. In fact it is
photography (and increasingly so) that
becomes ones of those ‘productive forces’ that
drive both the production of history and its
reproduction, here ‘imaged’.

Francois Laruelle, The Concept of Non-Photography

. . . forever, flowing and drawn, and since
our knowledge is historical, flowing, and flown.

Elizabeth Bishop, At the Fishouses

. . . Substitution
of the immutable
for the shifting, the evolving.

Louise Glück, “Nostos”, excerpt from Meadowlands  
by Louise Glück ©1996. Reprinted by Courtesy of  
HarperCollins Publishers and Carcanet Press Ltd.

. . . does what we have available to us now
deserve the name of photography?

Jacques Derrida

le réel, éternal vainqueur aux points [reality always wins on points].
Gilles Ortlieb, from Stephen Romer (Ed.) Into  
the Deep Street ©2009. Reprinted by courtesy  

of Carcanet Press Ltd.

The core proposition of this study understands that photography, considered either 
as a unified or dispersed set of related practices, remains one of the most effective and 
instrumental representational forms constituting contemporary culture. It maintains 
that photography continues to shape both the exteriority and the interiority of social 
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Introductory Thoughts



2 Commemorating the Present

Figure 1.1 Vos Pellicules Déposées ici. Dieppe, 2015.

Source: Author’s collection © Peter D Osborne 2015.

existence taking its place as part of the evolving modernity characterised by Jean-Luc 
Nancy as “the epoch of representation” and present in the formation of the contempo-
rary human subject described by Hubertus V Amelunxen as “homo photographicus” 
(Nancy 1993: 1; Amelunxen 1996b: 117; see also Richter 2010: xxviii). It argues that 
photography’s claim to having a distinctive referential effectivity can still be defended. 
But it is a proposition aware that, since even before the digital revolution, it rests on 
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shifting foundations and is haunted by the possibility it might resemble Wile E Coyote 
having run off a cliff keeps on going over empty space for while until, hit by the reali-
sation there is no ground beneath his paws and plummets to earth far below. Of art in 
general Terry Smith posed the question can it still “constitute the stuff of existence?” 
(Smith 2001: 8). Applying the question to photography, my answer is a “yes”—but a 
yes with complications.

Photography is obvious. It is obvious in the original senses of the word meaning 
“being in the way” or something “frequently encountered”. It is obvious because it 
is ubiquitous and constant. From smart phone cameras stage—managing and net-
working our performances, through the medium’s numberless pragmatic, forensic, 
ideological, promotional, hobbyist and aesthetic applications, to surveillance cam-
eras observing from wall or sky monitoring our presences, owning our public spaces, 
photography remains an unavoidable facilitator and mediator of knowledge, identity, 
pleasure, social relations and of the arrangements of power. The medium has shown 
an evolutionary ability to adapt and absorb other forms. As Sontag observed, it is 
phagic, it devours other forms of visual culture. It is the Dr Who of visual media. It 
appears then that photography, at least photographic effects, remain inherent within 
our lives and worlds, constituting a kind of immanence.

Photography still articulates the contemporary because certain of its own charac-
teristics mirror those of contemporary modernity itself. In other words, photography 
remains constitutive of the cultural spaces we inhabit being in a way, a creature of 
them. An example is modern culture’s obsession with the present on one hand and its 
constant flight from it on the other. It is a contradiction which finds an equivalence in 
the ceaseless modulation of presence and absence at the heart of photographic repre-
sentation—whose imagery is both indexical and spectral. Similarly, the double nature 
of the photograph as both a capturing or fixing of a fleeting reality and as an all too 
fragile or erasable material artifact echoes how modernity is at once defined by its 
own productions and systems and yet haunted by their destruction, pulled down by 
the same forces that brought them into being. As often it was Baudelaire who under-
stood the deeply contradictory and conflicted nature of a then emerging modernity. 
He writes: “De la vaporization et de la centralization du Moi. Tout est là” (Baudelaire 
1961: 1271)/“Of the vapourization and centralization of the Ego. Everything depends 
on that” (Baudelaire 1969: 49).

Societies institute themselves, writes Cornelius Castoriadis, by “instituting a world 
of significations” (Castoriadis 1987: 360). Charles Taylor, in a similar vein, utilises the 
term “social imaginary”, which he defines as:

the ways in which (people) imagine their social existence, how they fit together 
with others, how things go on between them and their fellows, the expectations 
that are normally met, and the deeper normative notions and images that underlie 
these expectations.

(Taylor 2004: 23)

Taylor underlines his use of the term ‘imaginary’ as his focus is “on the way ordinary 
people “imagine” their social surroundings”. More often than being expressed theo-
retically, he notes, they are “carried in images, stories and legends” (Taylor 2004: 23).

Photography is one of many processes through which the social imaginary is repre-
sented, confirmed and distributed. It is a crucial medium in the “culture of generalised 
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communication” or “mediatized culture” (Vattimo 1992; Hepp 2013). Its emphatic 
if only apparent realism, that is, its ostensibly non-linguistic essence, becomes a form 
of enforcement or naturalisation of the values of the social imaginary, as though put-
ting them beyond discussion. No debate over photography’s social functions or its 
claims to evidential authenticity can exclude a discussion of how it is implicated in the 
politics of presence where visibility is linked to power, establishing what Gary Shapiro 
has called, a visual régime. With acknowledged echoes of Foucault Shapiro identifies 
a major characteristic of a visual régime as lying in

what it allows to be seen, by whom, and under what circumstances. But it is also 
a question of a more general structuring of the visible: not just display or prohi-
bition, but what goes without saying, not what is seen but the arrangement that 
renders certain ways of seeing obvious while it excludes others.

(Shapiro 2003: 2–3)

As we shall see in a later chapter, the restriction of visibility has been utilised as a 
weapon of political repression.

A visual régime organises what Jacques Rancière calls the “distribution of the sen-
sible”. The concept widens the meaning of the term “aesthetics” to describe how 
“ forms of visibility” are arranged in a more generalised social space than those of 
exclusively art practices. They are, he writes, a system

of a priori forms determining what presents itself to sense experience. It is delimi-
tation of spaces and times, of the visible and the invisible, of speech and noise, 
that simultaneously determines the place and the stakes of politics as a form of 
experience.

(Rancière 2004: 13)

What he calls “primary aesthetics”, are not the exclusive domain of art. They are 
forms actively present in shaping how experience and understanding are articulated 
and presented across the whole of social life. Art practices are aesthetic interventions 
into social and cultural practices already formed by “primary aesthetics”. They are, 
writes Rancière,

“ways of doing and making” that intervene in the general distribution of ways of 
doing and making as well as in the relationships they maintain to modes of being 
and forms of visibility.

(Rancière 2004: 13)

A work titled Where We Come From (If I Could Do Something for You in Palestine 
What Would It Be?) 2001–2003 by the Palestinian artist Emily Jacir contests a certain 
visual régime, or rather it side-steps through what is as much an act of kindness as 
it the production of an aesthetic statement. In possession of a United States passport 
and therefore able to visit Israel Jacir asked Palestinians prevented from doing so by 
the Israeli authorities, what she might do for them while in Israel/Palestine. One asked 
her to visit his Mother’s grave. The image shows the gravestone with Jacir’s shadow 
passing over it, a mark of her presence, her gift of the presence disallowed the son, her 
presence standing in for his.
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My aim in subsequent chapters is to illustrate how photographic practices have 
been engaged in the formation but also in the investigation or contestation of the 
visual orders theorised by Shapiro and Rancière among others. Their engagements 
are not always radically antithetical, not necessarily desiring the thorough disruption 
of dominant visual régimes. Some do. For the most part, while they are critical in all 
senses of the imposed languages of representation, their aim is to complicate or, rather 
to, recomplicate how we see and how it conditions what we see and the meanings 
we can draw from it. Much of contemporary photography now represents a resolute 
uncertainty about the veracity of its statements. Yet, as the conveyor of provisional 
truths it represents a powerful opponent of certainties which so often charge the arm-
ories of oppressive power structures and their rigid imaginaries.

Photography, then, can be a means of imposing a visual régime. It is more than that, 
being itself what Castoriadis calls a materialisation of “imaginary significations” cen-
tral to the contemporary order (Castoriadis 1987: 361). The medium embodies certain 
of the necessary myths of modernity such as the link between science and technology, 
the link between its realist claims and positivism. It exemplifies the synthesis of culture 
and technology and the production of symbolic goods. Through mass ownership of 
cameras it is associated with the idea of mass cultural democracy. It is mass produced, 
immediate and globalised. It progresses: able to re-invent itself as modern, and at each 
change to transform what is meant by the term photographic. Finally, on behalf of the 
modern, photography has heroically usurped the powerful spell of traditional society’s 
mythical or sacred time. Traditionally, sacred time, described by Mircea Eliade as a 
“succession of eternities”, might be made present through ritual (Eliade 1987: 88). 
In the ritual of the photographic image the passing moment becomes an unchanging 
eternity—an “eternal present” the sacralisation of the everyday (Eliade 1987: 88).

Photography states the obvious. Yet in doing so it can destroy its obviousness: out-
stare it; reveal the strangeness of things and the complexities of seeing; look into the 
overlooked; unsettle the self-evident; introduce the precise uncertainty of the poetic, 
thereby proclaiming what Geoff Dyer calls the “the poetry of comprehensive contin-
gency” (Dyer 2005: 4). Much of photography is a simple celebration of what exists, 
an activity that places it at the heart of an evolving modern condition described by 
the Polish poet Czesław Miłosz. Miłosz traces a passage from a religious to a post-
religious culture in terms of the shift from a view of the world as filled with symbols 
and allegories to one made of things as themselves devoid of resident gods. He writes,

Untranslatable into words, I chose my home in what is now In things of this 
world, which exist and for that reason delight us.

(Milosz, 1993)

However, as we shall see, the visual expressions of secular modernity have not 
remained unchallenged; the metaphysics of the image have not departed.

Photography in this moment is also elusive: easy to find, but hard to recognise—and 
definable in multiple ways. While it remains, in John Tomlinson’s words, “one of the 
great emblematic artefacts of modernity”, digitalisation, speeds of image transmis-
sion, global mass usage and changes in economic and social formations accompanied 
by the rise of more sceptical takes on representation, have together transformed the 
ways in which photography is understood (Tomlinson 2007: 72). For much of the last 
30 years, as the digital epoch advanced, the very idea of a single distinctive entity called 
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photography has become seriously questioned. Numerous jeremiads have prophesied 
its effective demise. These assertions and anxieties are now, like the medium itself, also 
obvious. Nevertheless they need some re-describing.

In his essay “Ectoplasm”, a piece written mostly in the 1990s, Geoffrey Batchen 
itemises a number of important descriptions of photography’s uncertain condition 
following the advent of digital technologies. The status of the photographic document 
itself was challenged (Tim Druckery). Its claim to truthfulness was being undermined 
(Fred Ritchin). Its very medium specificity may have disappeared (Anne-Marie Willis); 
and if it was not already a corpse, then photography was certainly “radically and per-
manently displaced” (William J. Mitchell in Batchen 2005: 129). These descriptions 
are echoed elsewhere. Terry Smith wonders if given the excess of images in the world 
photography has become enervated (Smith 2001: 1–7). John Roberts links the loss of 
reliance on photography’s indexical power since digitalisation with a detachment of 
the medium from its role in political criticism and resistance which had been based 
in the revelation of social reality utilised to contest dominant ideologies, naturalised 
myths and official versions (Roberts in Kelsey and Stimson 2008: 164; see also Paul 
Willemen and Dai Vaughan in Doane in Kelsey and Stimson 2008: 5). George Baker 
notes how, as the borderlines between photography and other media and art forms 
have become unstable or reinvented, the practice is at risk of becoming lost in its own 
“expanded field”. “Even among those artists,” Baker writes, “who continue in some 
form the practice of photography, today the medium seems a lamentable expedient, an 
insufficient bridge to other more compelling forms” (Baker 2008 in Beckman and Ma 
2008: 177). James Elkins wonders if photography now survives only through being 
hooked up to a conceptual life support system being, he writes, “intravenously fed by 
pure streams of academic art theory” (Elkins 2011: 110). Touché.

And yet what seems to have happened is not the effective disappearance of photog-
raphy through the dispersal of its aspects and elements. In many respects it displays a 
more vigorous cultural existence than ever before, a condition brought about by two 
quite different reactions sharing the conviction or hope that photography remains a 
distinctive and identifiable practice. On the one hand an insouciant or anti-theoretical 
“business as usual” attitude exists. Much of the time photographs in general con-
tinue to be produced and utilised for their assumed indexical and referential qualities 
as in the past. Uncertainties deemed paralyzing are exceeded either by simply being 
ignored or else by being pushed past. Pausing for thought may not always be an 
option. Berthold Brecht was prepared to surrender intellectual complexity for social 
effectivity, adopting what he called, plumpes denken, “crude (or clumsy) thought”—
but Brecht lived in desperate times (Eiland and Jennings 2014: 431).

On the other hand, emerging from out of the more reflexive or theorised responses, 
an agnostic, at times wary understanding of the medium has evolved, one able to 
incorporate in both theory and practice the presence of the doubt and scepticism 
represented by the kind of the statements cited by Batchen. George Baker maintains 
that “something like the photographic effect still remains—survives, perhaps, in a new 
altered form” (Baker 2008 in Kelsey and Stimson 2008: 177).

Photography now tends to be regarded as a multiply located practice made up of a 
federation of somewhat disaggregated but coterminous practices, including those of 
other contiguous media forms such as film and video. These elements are never entirely 
integrated but nonetheless remain organised centripetally, without permanently privi-
leging one element over others, producing what has become commonly termed “the 
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photographic”. While recognisable as, what Henri Van Lier calls “the photographic 
event”, in terms of technical aspects and an abiding implication with the processing 
of photons, a relationship to reference and the question of presence, reproduction, 
copying, transmutation and seriality, each iteration of the photographic event will 
be context driven. Drawing upon Roman Jakobson’s model of language functions, a 
photograph likely to be organised around a different dominant in different situations: 
sometimes the Aesthetic/Poetic, sometimes the Referential, at other times the Con-
notative and so forth (Van Lier 2007: 11; Jakobson 1990). Also dominant, will be an 
attendant Metalingual or Reflexive function instated as the continuous presiding prin-
ciple of the photographic as now understood. “The digital photograph”, writes Lev 
Manovich, “annihilates photography while solidifying, glorifying and immortalizing 
the photographic” (Manovich 1996: 57; also cited in Pirenne and Streitberger 2013: 
xvi). The philosopher Peter Osborne proposes the category of the “photographic” as 
the basis on which a new kind of ontological identity for photography might be estab-
lished, one that supersedes a no longer tenable realist foundation. It is formed from 
a loose assemblage of qualities and functions producing what he calls “a distributive 
unity”, a “pragmatic unity” dispersed across “an historically . . . determinate, pro-
gressive range of technologico—cultural forms” from early chemical photography up 
into and beyond cinematic, televisual, video and digital visualities—all of which have 
become acquired characteristics and available facilities—dispersed, that is, across 
photography’s own ‘expanding field’ (Osborne 2013: 123–125).

George Baker notes a prevalence of contemporary work in which the photographic 
image features but in “reconstructed” form, hybridised by the absorption of what 
he calls the “counter presences” of the other media forms it is drawing from or is 
being drawn into. New forms have evolved, he argues, such as, among others, the 
“still film”, the “frozen film” and “the cinematic photograph”. Much of this work is 
located on the borders between and within still and moving, non-narrative and narra-
tive, between document and discourse—each representing new objects and territories 
of practice, which yet remain in great part photographic (Baker 2008, in Kelsey and 
Stimson 2008: 179–187).

Raphaël Pirenne and Alexander Streitberger maintain we need to rethink photog-
raphy as an intermedial and environmental form. They apply Bolter and Grusin’s 
concept of remediation which sees the history of media and related cultural forms as 
a series of transformations in which new technologies absorb and transform already 
established forms. So speech becomes writing, becomes print, becomes screen text, 
and so on. Digital technologies remediate and reinvent photography and render it 
open to the effects of hypertextuality, of convergence with other media that the digital 
dramatically permits. Consequently, they argue that photography’s presence as a rep-
resentational form now lies extended beyond itself, coming into being, “according to 
the context of . . . use and appearance”, that is, determined by its environment which 
includes these links with other mostly digitalised forms. It now exists in a permanent 
condition of creative unsettlement, modulating between the retention of its medium 
specificity and its being opened up to the disparate transformations brought by “inter-
mediality” (Pirenne and Streitberger 2013: xiii–xvii).

Roland Barthes believed that the most subversive photograph is the “pensive” 
photograph, the one that “thinks”, that remains open, unlimited (Barthes 1982: 38). 
A significant number of theorists have argued that it always was like this, an essentially 
“philosophical” or reflective medium. Introducing his monograph on philosophy and 
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photography, Henri Van Lier clarifies his intention not only to apply philosophy to the 
medium but also to consider how photography itself might induce analytical think-
ing “emanating from the photograph itself, the kind of philosophy the photograph 
suggests and diffuses by virtue of its characteristics” (Van Lier 2007: 9). A number 
of characteristics have encouraged photography to become, as it were, its own phi-
losopher. The photograph’s incompleteness, it lack of explanation, demands of the 
viewer an especially self-conscious response. The irresolvable dispute between the idea 
of photography as the revelation of the world and photography as the invention of 
a world, or of a world as photographed, generates creative uncertainties with every 
image. Possibly most important, is photography’s hybrid nature. Three or more dec-
ades ago Victor Burgin and Rosalind Krauss identified the significance of photogra-
phy’s pre-digital heterogeneous, multi-coded and therefore self-reflexive core (Burgin 
1982; Krauss 1979,1999a). Similar claims have been made by Peter Wollen (1979) 
and Jean-Luc Nancy (1993). Michael Fried insists that photography cannot help but 
reflect on itself as it is what he terms, an “ontological medium” being “internally 
differentiated”, constituted by both the intentionality of the photographer and the 
impersonal operations of the camera system. The photograph is what it is not (Fried 
2008: 347). More recently a radical hybridisation of the practice and the dispensing 
with the need for a source-object consequent on digital technologies has rendered all 
photography pensive. Rosalind Krauss describes it as a “theoretical because heteroge-
neous object”, a value derived from being internally differentiated, a mixed assembly 
of codes, practices and functions, an unresolved convergence of elements demand-
ing to be thought through (Krauss 1999a: 290–294; Pirenne and Streitberger 2013: 
xvi). Thierry de Duve characterises the medium as axiomatically paradoxical, and 
paradoxes always induce enquiry. It is, he writes, “image-producing. It generates . . . 
a semiotic object, abstracted from reality” and is at the same time “reality-produced 
(one might even say, reality-producing. . .) generating the photograph as a physical 
sign, linked to the world through optical causality” (de Duve 1978:114). Since his 
essay, written prior to the full impact of the digital revolution, the status of “optical 
causality” has been rendered disputable.

Francois Laruelle also describes the medium as hybrid, a co-presence of “science 
and perception ensured by a technology”, whose “immanent—being” is “radically 
distinguished from its material support” (Laruelle 2012: 11, 37, 20). The photograph 
produces, he says, something “more than perception” (35) and more than a simple 
mirroring of the world. And yet it “neither reasons nor reflects” (Laruelle 2012: 35, 
31). However it produces, if not thinking, then a distinctive condition of thinking, or a 
space for thinking, one produced by the fictional spaces between all of a photograph’s 
un-resolvable determining and determined elements and forces, the spaces or displace-
ments that constitute Laruelle’s “non photography”. We arrive at that interior distance 
again; in this case the one between the visual, symbolic, conceptual, technological and 
the forces of intention and desire, whose inter-relationship must be established by the 
viewer/spectator who brokers how meaning is produced between these elements.

Laruelle describes the photograph as a “transcendental automat” whose effects 
are immanent, and at the same time implicated in the world beyond it. The repre-
sentation/thought so produced he calls an “idea-in-image”. It is an effect distributed 
among its parts; less than a concept as it is unresolved; and more than a concept as 
is it folded into its object, and its object folded into it. A photograph is, he states, a 
“thought” that “relates itself to the World in an automatic and irreflexive, but real 
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way”. Photography is a “utopian activity”, because of the way, he says, it “grasps” its 
objects, a way that originates “in itself alone” (Laruelle 2012: 37, 31,15).

While photography may have become more thoughtful, its fictional, constructed 
character has at the same time become undeniable. Having been forced by digital pro-
cesses to face its own finitude, when not in denial, photography’s—if such a subject 
exists—creative response has been to re-negotiate its contract with the real in a man-
ner that accepts the mediating and fictionalising effects of its representations while, in 
many cases, re-committing itself to being an empirical art of describing and revealing, 
and one of seeing conceptually, one of self-conscious interpretation in which both the 
photographic discourse and the realities it seeks to engage with are “re-complicated”—
to take a term from Paul Auster. Photography is, for certain, undergoing an aesthetic 
revolution of the kind that Jacques Rancière speaks of. He writes, “The aesthetic revo-
lution drastically disrupts things: testimony and fiction come under the same regime of 
meaning” (Rancière 2004: 37). But this is not a decamping from the struggle to describe 
the real. Rancière adds, “The real must be fictionalized in order to be thought” describ-
ing the attempt to connect what he calls the, presentation of facts and forms which make 
them intelligible thereby blurring “the border between the logic of facts and the logic 
of fiction” (Rancière 2004: 38). Photography’s depictions have to be more than ever 
emanations of thought and instigators of thinking.

If there is one thing that photography always requires us to think about, it is the 
concept of presence and therefore the concept of the present. In his essay of 1834, 
“The Now: Descriptive of a Cold Day”, Leigh Hunt applies some gentle ribbing to the 
narcissism of his own time. He writes, “No other Now can be so present, so instan-
taneous, so extremely Now as our own Now” (Hunt 2003: 149). While Hunt may 
have been challenging some kind of blinkered self-centredness, in every moment we 
do encounter before us the simple facticity of the present, that is the hard existence 
of a world, the world, before us in the here and now. Yet we know too that its pres-
ence is mediated through subjectivities and representations and even in its obdurate 
materiality the world is a shifting, drifting and vanishing thing, something held by our 
attention between past and future. Doug Aitken’s 2014 sculpture Now (Blue Mirror) 
presents some of these themes embodied in a representational-conceptual art object 
which produces some themes and insight of use in this discussion (Erickson 2015). 
The work is simply the word NOW made of wood and mirroring glass. As a sign-
object it will always be saying “now”. As a material thing present in a gallery, it will 
always be now, present in space before the viewer. It will never become then. And yet, 
the mirroring surfaces bring about further complexity. They reflect the viewers, con-
tain the presences of their looking, introducing self-awareness into the object and the 
event. The material object may be an obstinate fact, but the reflections are unstable 
and of a different category. They seem to belong to the realm of consciousness more 
than that of matter. They flicker, morph and tremble, then depart as the viewer moves 
around or moves on. Present within the wood and the glass and the space of exposi-
tion, are light and time and movement. As material object, Aitken’s Now embodies the 
constancy, the undeniability of the present. As aesthetic event, its effects display the 
fragility and transience of the present—and its constructed nature demonstrating how 
presence and the present are the products of a set of elements and arrangements—and 
of acts made within such pre-existing frames. Considering Aitken’s work as an image, 
themes emerge close to those of Sartre in his meditations on the imagination and the 
image. As stated earlier, one of his best known propositions held that the image is not 
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an object but an act, an intention; that it is more than consciousness of the world but 
a way of “being present in the world” (Flynn 1992: 214; Sartre 1972: 89).

The present, then, is not stable. It is a complex and “incurably imperfect” state, or 
rather an event, one objectively formed and framed but also produced by its human 
constituency while remaining indifferent to human intentions—and it doesn’t remain 
stable for long (Benjamin 1970a: 205). In fact it barely exists. The Czech poet and 
scientist, Miroslav Holub, describes how he finds it easier to imagine eternity than 
the present moment which is, he writes, “a dimension without a dimension” (Holub 
1990: 1). Tests on the processing and recall of stimuli indicate, he notes, the “subjec-
tive present” probably has a life of only three seconds. “Stimuli lasting more than 
three seconds cannot be maintained by our consciousness as a whole; we are somehow 
compelled to correct them” (Holub 1990: 2). Complementary analyses of literary 
and musical forms appear to confirm the science. Holub reports that, in most Ger-
man poetry until the end of the nineteenth century, a single poetic line—the “carrier 
wave”—takes 3 seconds to read aloud. Similar results, he adds, have been reached 
in the analyses of poetry as far apart as England and Japan. Further support can be 
found, he suggests, in studies of European musical language. For example, Mozart’s 
musical motifs also average 2 to 3 seconds in length (Holub 1990: 3). He suggests that 
such conventions not only reflect physiological continuities but functioned as patterns 
for establishing communities inhabiting a shared sense of the present. Such insights 
bring Holub to conclude that

we simply happen in segments and intervals, we are composed of frames flickering 
like frames of a film strip in a projector, emerging and collapsing into snake-like 
loops on the floor, called just-elapsed past.

(Holub 1990: 6)

Plato’s Timaeus describes time as “a moving image of eternity”, a picturing of time as 
movement active within the stillness of an antecedent and ordered universe (Cooper 
1997: 1241; Plato: Timaeus 37c/d). Holub sees experienced time present as precarious 
and intermittent, always about to fall into disorder. He imagines it as though formed 
out of breaking and reforming concatenations of short-lived visual instants that, given 
the cinematic analogy, momentarily take on the appearance of movement and there-
fore of presence, followed each time by a collapse into mute materiality and, deprived 
of its representations, and by the loss of presence.

It is more than noteworthy that Holub utilises film technology for his analogy. His-
torically the socially determining force of the technologies of production and measure-
ment such as spinning, weaving, pottery, the mechanical clock and the heat engine has 
been derived from a combination of material and figurative power: the power to both 
reorder the material world and re-shape how it is imagined. All have been recruited at 
some time as metaphors for time and human destiny and therefore of how we under-
stand the present and its place in the temporal order. Are we, though, author or prod-
uct of the metaphors? Friedrich Kittler opposes McCluhan’s vision of media forms as 
the “extensions of man”, instead, he insists that media technologies are rearranging 
human beings according to their own logic and effects. Rather than bringing the world 
closer to humans, they are bringing humans closer to machines (Kittler 2014: 295). 
He concludes that “technology (Technik) itself determines the History of Being” (Kit-
tler 2014: 297). Thus, in the “technology—enframed” modernity we now inhabit—to 
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use Heidegger’s terminology—the metaphors are more likely to be drawn from the 
technologies of representation and information (Heidegger 1977). Presently, almost 
the only discourse used to describe the human presence, even the Being of humanity, is 
based in the imagery and language of media machines, photography, the cinema, video 
formats and devices or information processing and networking technologies. Likening 
the experience of the present moment to the operations of the cinematic apparatus 
exemplifies Kittler’s conviction that humans adapt to their machines—that machines 
do not reciprocate.

Adopting Kittler’s perspective and taking into consideration Hayden White’s propo-
sition that history exists in its representations (admittedly a gross simplification of 
White’s thinking), we can begin to develop a way of studying how photography pro-
duces the appearance of the present, how it organises our apprehension of presence. 
Additionally we can begin to consider how photography, either symptomatically or 
through conscious creative decisions, can question how the present is represented and 
can complicate, even disrupt, what is understood as presence. In their different ways 
each of the following chapters is governed by the question of presence.

Other than its reproducibility, photography’s distinctive status among the media 
and arts was based from the start on its delivery of presence, of bringing a viewer into 
an unprecedented proximity with the world independent of representation. Equally 
distinctive is the equal and opposite effect of the photograph deferring the presence 
of the object it is a trace of. Citing Barthes’ recognition of the medium’s conjoin-
ing of the “here now” and the “there then”, Steve Edwards notes what he calls the 
“strangely paradoxical” nature of the time, of the presence, objectified in the photo-
graph (Edwards 2006: 118). In this, photography is embodying some of the uncertain-
ties stemming from ontological complexity of presence. For example, Gilles Deleuze 
writes,

[T]he present is not; rather, it is pure becoming, always outside itself. It is not, 
but it acts. . . . The past, on the other hand, has ceased to act or be useful. But it 
has not ceased to be. . . . of the present, we must say that at every instant that it 
“was”, and of the past, that it “is”, that it is eternally for all time. This is the dif-
ference in kind between the past and the present.

(Deleuze 1991: 55; see also Smith 2001: 105)

Conceptions of presence are commonly linked to proximity. Kittler invokes Aristotle 
in this regard, observing how “he equated being with presence, immediacy, and being-
there” (Kittler 2014: 291). Montaigne associated proximity with authentic commu-
nication. Plainly, a photograph or rather its contents, say an event or a face, is not 
present to a viewer. However, it shares something of such notions of proximity in that 
it can confront us with the irreducible particularity of the event or face, and thereby 
transmit to the viewer an engagement informed with something akin to this proxim-
ity. Sartre argues that presence is transitive; it is “Presence to (my italics)—an internal 
relation between the being which is present and the beings to which it is present” (Sar-
tre 1969: 121). The act of recognising and taking on the present moment is the driving 
principle and founding basis for types of conceptual and aesthetic practice which are 
the subject of a study by Koral Ward, organised around two terms, “Augenblick” and 
the “Decisive Moment”. The latter is a free translation of the phrase “a la sauvette”, a 
Cartier-Bresson book title which became a motif associated with the formal properties 



12 Commemorating the Present

of his mise-en-scène and a principle governing his approach to taking photographs. 
“Augenblick” is a German word for moment; but translated literally it means “a 
quick glance”, even “the blink of an eye”. It signifies the transience, randomness, even 
the suddenness, of the present moment, but also its intensity. These are qualities iden-
tified by Sartre. He writes,“the Present is not”. It is ungraspable as an instant, “for the 
instant would be the moment when the present is. But the present is not; it makes itself 
present in the form of flight”, when it is in flight towards the future (Sartre 1969: 123). 
Mark C. Taylor argues that we now inhabit what he calls the “moment of complex-
ity”, the word moment, he writes,

derives from the Latin momentum, which means movement as well as momen-
tum . . . Its boundaries cannot be firmly established, for they are always shifting 
in ways that make the moment fluid.

(Taylor 2003: 23)

Ward observes a sympathetic resonance between the conceptual preoccupations of 
Heidegger and the visual engagements of Cartier-Bresson whose careers ran in remote 
parallel. The work of both, she argues, displays a commitment to the characteristics 
of augenblick taken as a principle and as a basis for a practice that might provide a 
description both of perception and of our being in the world. Philosophically, the 
principal entreats us to engage with the present in such a way as to accept both the 
world’s indifferent otherness and our chosen and therefore responsible engagement in 
it. More precisely it requires us to engage in a present that is now and yet past and 
also a becoming-future. From Heidegger, Ward argues that the present does not exist 
in any ordinary moment. It becomes an authentic present “when the future and the 
having—been are united” (Ward 2008: 131–132). A moment thereby seized before it 
vanishes confronts us with the transience and thus the intensity of human existence—
the qualities of augenblick. In doing so we might assume authentic being as the world 
and ourselves together come to presence, and develop appropriate concepts and forms 
of representation. Ward invokes Kierkegaard’s notion of the pause, when in moments 
of enlightening and transforming intensity “wonder stands in pausa and waits for the 
coming into existence” (Ward 2008: 20). We might also think of Wordsworth’s “spots 
of time” in book twelve of The Prelude, in which experience and meaning, past and 
present, memory and perception all cluster together in some revelatory completeness 
located in and beyond the present and embodied in imageries and descriptions that 
equally trigger and express such revelations. In this way the world and our being in the 
world come into true presence. Heidegger’s “deportment towards things” is reflected, 
she argues, in Cartier-Bresson’s aim of “putting himself in question” (Ward 2008: 
128). Both derive their insights from locating thought and representation at the edges 
of being, incorporating the finitude, the non-presence, the fact of mortality and the 
unsignifying contingency that lies outside of thought, and beyond the photograph’s 
frame. Much of Cartier-Bresson’s imagery consists in momentarily articulate configu-
rations that seem to hover or hesitate on the boundary of their own disintegration. 
They portray the momentum, the instant and the movement away from it. Cartier-
Bresson located himself and his practice in spaces of time in such a way that revealed 
the nature not only of photography but also of our experience of presence itself.

Barthes once proclaimed photography to be a memorialising apparatus rather than 
a medium of representation (Barthes 2002: 194). If this is so, the photographic present 



Commemorating the Present 13

is a commemorated present, one that, in the moment of its invention is confirmed as 
impossible, already receded and unreachable and for those reasons, desired. Photog-
raphy is also a spatial medium and invents the present in spatial terms. The present 
too is itself in part spatial. Its dictionary definitions include references to place and 
space, to attending or turning up somewhere, to arriving somewhere. (The French 
verb arriver also means ‘to happen’.) Photography appears to make things turn up, to 
make them arrive, to make them happen in a presented space haunted by “time was”. 
Bergson argues that the basis of perception is memory from which it follows that expe-
rience can never quite coincide with its own present. The present is always something 
recalled, that is commemorated (Bergson 1990). According to Slavoj Zizek photog-
raphy’s twin poles are pornography and nostalgia (Bond 2011: 30). Each invoke the 
yearning for an object that remains unavailable and in so doing each invents its own 
peculiar kind of pleasure, and its own kind of remoteness. All photography announces 
the approach of the present, but only the photograph can ever arrive. Like the grand-
child observed by Freud playing his “fort-da” game of loss and retrieval and thereby 
producing pleasure out of the pain of absence, we compensate for the impossibility of 
the present by means of the pleasures of photography (Freud 2015: 8–12). Octavio 
Paz writes: “La luz hace del muro indiferente/un spectral teatro de reflejos” (“The 
light turns the indifferent wall /into a ghostly theatre of reflections”). Entre irse y 
quedarse (Between going and staying) (Paz 2012: 471).

Ontologically speaking presence is unrepresentable and yet forms the ground, or a 
kind of contentless basso continuo on top of or against which all ideas and representa-
tions play. Jean-Luc Nancy writes,

[B]efore all representational grasp, before science, and theology, and philosophy, 
there is that: the that, precisely, there is. But “there is” is not itself a presence, to 
which our signs, our demonstrations, and our monstrations might refer. One can-
not “refer” to it or “return” to it; it is always, already there, but neither in the 
mode of “being” (as a substance) nor in that of “there” (as a presence).

(Nancy 1993: 4; see also 357–361)

Such descriptions might be regarded as almost disabling as far as the struggle for 
effective representation committed to reference is concerned. Paraphrasing Heidegger, 
Terry Smith links “presence” to “impossibility” owing to an unresolvable conflict, he 
writes, between “authentic Being” and

the grain of seeing/knowing—the eye—of an age which can only see itself as a 
picture, as if it were an image substituting itself for its own loss of being.

(Smith 2001: 8)

However, Smith stresses that he is making the link in a spirit “of possibility” (Smith 
2001: 8). He argues for an aesthetic practice that is prepared to take this “impossibil-
ity” as the grounds of future creativity, able to push insistently “against its time as 
much as it emerges necessarily within it—against both art time and social time” (Smith 
2008: 8). Presence and indeed the present are formed from what is known and experi-
enced, past or present. It is also constituted by what it has yet to become, its futurity, 
which is unknowable but exists as possibility. It is also formed of an unconscious of 
forms and determinations from the past, from the histories and cultures of elsewhere, 
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invisible and mostly unknowable to the present. Jean-Luc Nancy argues, that repre-
sentation is both revelation and closure. It, he writes, “determines itself by its own 
limit. It is the delimitation for a subject, and by this subject, of what ‘in itself’ would 
be neither represented nor representable” (Nancy 1993: 1). As I understand Smith’s 
proposal, creative work needs to be directed towards the possibility he invokes by 
acknowledging its limiting effects and choosing to be incomplete, not fully coherent. 
It requires an openness to that which lies beyond its limits, which itself is incapable 
of imagining. It would entail displacing the historically positioned authorial subject 
with its idealised “pure self contained unity” or accepting it as a necessary fiction 
(Nancy 1993: 9–10). By opening up to what it is not, towards an otherness it has not 
yet encountered and may never express, a work becomes other than itself, more than 
itself and thus released from its own limits (Smith 2001: 8).

There are lines of thought emerging from Walter Benjamin’s writings in which a 
particular art of memory allied with an historically informed reading of photographs 
can not only retrieve the past but also apprehend the politics of the present. In his 
essay on Proust Benjamin writes,

For an experienced event is finite—at any rate confined to one sphere of experi-
ence; a remembered event is infinite, because it is the only key to everything that 
happened before it and after it.

(Benjamin 1970a: 204)

In his most materialist mode Benjamin identified how photography exemplified one 
of modernity’s essential processes, that is, “technological reproducibility” and how it 
introduced ways of seeing that originated in a machine (Benjamin 1970b). But, there is 
another tendency in Benjamin’s thought which some have labeled “mystical”, others, 
“surrealist”. Here the photograph is understood as a revelatory presence, the origin 
of signals transmitted across the space of time to a present if it is willing to hear. Kaja 
Silverman provides an exemplary account of this aspect of Benjamin’s engagement 
with the medium. Referring to his 1931 essay, “A Little History of Photography”, she 
describes how he sees (or is it imagines?) the photographic image

propelled by a mysterious kind of intentionality toward a particular look—one 
that has the capacity to recognize it, and thereby to redeem it. It travels through 
time and space to reach this look, and when it arrives, something extraordinary 
happens. The present discovers itself within the past, and the past is realized 
within the present.

(Silverman 2015: 7)

Unless the images are excessively, that is, repressively staged and controlled, pres-
ences, contingencies and unnoticed, unrehearsed gestures and arrangements appear in 
photographs as the unbidden speech of actuality. By revisiting certain images from the 
past the politically situated individual might detect in such elements the origins of the 
present. Benjamin writes,

[T]he viewer feels irresistibly compelled to seek out the tiniest spark of concur-
rence, a here and now, in such an image, with which actuality has seared, so to 
speak, the characters of the image. We are compelled to find the inconspicuous 
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Figure 1.2 Louis-Jacques-Mandé Daguerre. Boulevard du Temple, Paris 1838.

Source: Wikimedia Commons.

place in which the essence of that moment that passed long ago, the future nestles 
still today, so eloquently that we, looking back, are able to discover it.

(Benjamin 2015b: 66–67)

All images are thresholds between different conditions and temporalities, different 
presents and presences. In the historical light of certain old photographs, Benjamin 
speculated that aspects of the modernity of the present might be read and a synchro-
nicity between the present and the past activated. In doing so the viewer might produce 
what Benjamin called “the now of recognizability” (Eiland and Jennings 2014: 225).

I’d like now to apply something of the spirit of this discussion of presence to some 
examples of photographic work where the theme of presence is, in my view, central. 
Photographic presence was initiated by the image of Daguerre’s lonely man on the 
Boulevard du Temple in 1838 (Figure 1.2). In a street on which everybody else disap-
peared, he was the unwitting participant in the invention of a new kind of human 
presence, a new kind of visibility in which we are seen becoming our own object, 
in which we are confronted with the re-enactment of our own transience. Like god 
humankind could now look at itself from outside of time, from a non-human place, 
through the machine eye.

In 2013 the British photographer Chloe Dewe Mathews completed a series of pho-
tographs titled, Shot at Dawn (Figure 1.2.) They document First World War execu-
tion grounds where, convicted of cowardice, desertion, dereliction of duty and similar 
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Figure 1.3  “Private James Crozier, 07.05/27.2.1916”, Le Domaine des Cordeliers, Mailly-
Maillet, Picardie. From series Shot at Dawn.

Source: © Chloe Dewe Mathews 2014 (original in colour).

offences, Belgian, British and French soldiers were shot by their own men during the 
First World War. No people are present. The sites were meticulously researched by 
Mathews and each image was made as close as possible to the precise scene of actual 
executions matching the time and season of each killing (Figure 1.3). With one or two 
exceptions, the striking characteristic of the images is their emptiness, in the sense of 
being devoid of almost any remnants or clues that might be linked to the events that 
took place a century ago. It is a quality of emptiness they share with Joel Sternfeld’s 
1997 On This Site: Landscape in Memoriam, a documentation of sites around the 
United States where murders and other violent acts took place, and Paul Seawright’s 
1995 Inside Information, a collection featuring places where the bodies of the victims 
of sectarian murders were dumped in Northern Ireland. We could add the work of 
Dirk Reinartz and Mikael Levin depicting the now blank, apparently innocent, sites 
of certain extermination camps obliterated by the Nazis (see Baer 2002: 61–86). Some 
have believed sites such as these are polluted space, even haunted. The truth is that the 
traumas visited on many of them became largely forgotten or were not widely known. 
Mathews’ aim is the restoration of memory to places and landscapes. In doing so 
photography, that spectral medium, re-imagines them as haunted and returns to them 
their restless ghosts.

The subject of Shot at Dawn is what is not in the photographs, what cannot be in 
them, that is, the events of a century past, events almost without memorials. Yet it 
is for that reason that the work is rich in signification. Its images seem neutral, even 
remote. There is a stillness in them that encourages a meditative response. They ask 
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to be looked at or rather into for a long period. While at times it is touched lightly 
by the picturesque, it is work that doesn’t bring attention to itself. However, it is this 
apparent simplicity that releases a complexity that forms itself around three themes: 
presence, photographic practice and witnessing.

Presence features in the series as a lack, as the absence of the events that are its 
primary subject. It is an absence that urges a consideration of both the politics of his-
torical memory and of the centrality of the idea of presence in photographic represen-
tation. John Durham Peters writes: “the deprivation of presence in one way or another, 
has been the starting point of reflection about communication” (Peters 2000: 36).

It was noted earlier that definitions of the word “presence” include references to 
being present somewhere, to presenting oneself in some place, to arrive somewhere. 
Whatever happens, happens somewhere and as we also saw the French verb arriver 
can also mean “to happen”. So, presence is in part a spatial phenomenon and photog-
raphy is based on the simulation of and reflection on space or spaces and the evocation 
of presence. Though lacking the presence of the historical subject matter, Mathew’s 
empty spaces are essential to a work powerfully invoking what time and deliberate 
institutional amnesia prevent it from actually showing. For this reason Shot At Dawn 
is as much conceptual as it is a type of documentation. The work induces a critical 
awareness of photography’s relationship to presence and absence, memory and for-
getting and of the limits of visual representation. Further, having provided them with 
the details of specific executions, it hands to viewers the responsibility for their own 
interpretation of the images and their own relationship to the complexities of histori-
cal memory. That is to say, the work also signifies the active presence of the viewer, 
the spectral visitor, who must rediscover these deaths and return them to where they 
were staged.

The theme of presence also touches on how societies are established on the giving of 
meaning to spaces and topographies by naming them, giving them mythical histories, 
and investing them with presence. As Mircea Eliade argues, without human mean-
ings bestowed onto it, space is indeterminate and random—everywhere is nowhere 
and nameless and Being is literally groundless. He writes, “[S]ettling a territory is 
equivalent to founding a world” (Eliade 1987: 47). This process involves the creation 
of sacred spaces, centres and sacralised reference points around which the meanings 
and uses of other ‘profane’ or peripheral, spaces are organised, that is, how the world 
is made orderly—and textual. A sacred space is a topographical intensity filled with 
meaning. It is always an entry into time, a portal. Cosmic and ancestral times flow 
through them. Transformative events may have taken place in them. The First World 
War has been epically memorialised. Its monuments and graveyards are sacred spaces, 
ritual grounds marking sacrifice, martyrdom, grief, the desire to honour the dead and, 
some might say, to expiate a collective guilt. They are places where past and present 
are united, gateways into history and meaning. Until recently the executions have had 
no such memorials. Associated with dishonour and often traumatising for the men 
ordered to carry them out, records were sequestered or lost. Where they took place 
have remained, as far as this history is concerned, indeterminate and profane spaces 
with no opening to history. This is the invisible content of Chloe Mathews’ images, a 
presence indicated by its repression. There is powerful sense that we are looking into a 
silence; the silence of our own meditation; the diminishing silence of dawn; the silence 
of the dead—but above all the silence of history’s denial of remembrance. Like the 
executions the photography was carried out at the liminal time of ‘first light’, a light 
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that illuminated the oblivion into which the condemned soldier was about to be cast 
and the oblivion that lay before Chloe Dewe Mathews’ camera.

The second theme is contained is the manner in which the work establishes itself 
outside either art or documentary approaches while drawing on both. There is no 
attempt to recruit aesthetic conventions and infuse the landscapes with allegorical, 
meaning expressionist effects. These are not ‘auratic’ landscapes. The scenes pre-
sented, including the open fields, are more terrain than landscape—to cite Walter Ben-
jamin (see Benjamin in Baer 2002: 191). They are not pictures of sublime, redemptive 
or even fallen nature. As said earlier, while the images appear to be straight docu-
mentations, any traces of the events they refer to are almost entirely absent. Against 
the normal expectations of a documentary project, there is little or no relevant infor-
mation in the images; there is no evidence, there are no ruins and no witnesses are 
portrayed. Instead, the photographs act as questions, they are as much enquiries as 
representations. By doing this the photographs emphasise both the essential role of 
the visual images in the work and at the same time their insufficiency. The familiar 
prospects of the First World War battlefields, while essential documents, can also 
have the effect of deferring the events, holding them in the past. The emptiness in 
Mathew’s images brings about the opposite effect. By making the sites and landscapes 
open to question, Mathews introduces the presence and therefore the present of the 
questioning viewer. As a result it becomes clear that the answers do not lie in the 
images any more than the executions have been marked in the landscapes and places. 
Instead, they lie outside the image in the process of devising and revising history, in 
the present of ethical practices.

Chloe Dewe Mathews’ photographs document her own photographic acts of wit-
nessing, of commemoration, of mourning even. These acts place the photographer 
within the field of questions she has raised. The act of taking the photographs also 
establish her in a particular and rather unsettling position of looking. She speaks of 
coming to the realisation that, each time she was setting up for the shoot, she was 
placing her camera more or less in the same place where the firing squad once stood, 
occupying their line of sight, their line of fire, and staring towards the blind spot where 
the doomed and normally blindfolded man had once stood.

In his “Little History of Photography” Walter Benjamin refers to reports that in the 
early years of the Daguerreotype the images were so vivid that many were afraid to 
look into them too deeply, anxious lest the people in the photographs could see them 
(Benjamin 2015b: 69). This seems to me reasonable even if unfounded. It is the true 
fiction of presence that underlies the power of many photographs, most effectively 
when the human face is the focus. Accepting that a photograph somehow captures 
the presence of another person is made possible through a type of “suspension of dis-
belief” peculiar to photography and cinema, in which visual realism is allied with the 
acceptance of the logic of “as if” associated with fiction. This is most affecting when 
people in the image appear to be looking at us.

Walter Schels’ series Life Before Death, features facial portraits of people with ter-
minal cancer made between 2003 and 2004. Each subject appears in paired portraits: 
one in the late stages of their illness and the other shortly after death. There is light 
in the eyes of the living faces in which register the fullness of presence and awareness 
and, most importantly, indicates an interiority still expressing itself in the face. In 
some the eye lines of viewers and subjects match. The fictional presence of the faces 
confirms the true presence of the viewer.



Figure 1.5  “Maria Hai-Anh Cao; Died 15th February”. From Life Before Death/Noch Mal 
Leben vor dem Tod, 2004.

Source: Walter Schels © 2004, Life Before Death/Noch Mal Leben vor dem Tod (reproduced by kind per-
mission of the photographer).

Figure 1.4  “Maria Hai-Anh Cao; Portrait 5th December 2003”. From Life Before Death/Noch 
Mal Leben vor dem Tod, 2004.

Source: Walter Schels © 2004, Life Before Death/Noch Mal Leben vor dem Tod, 2004 (reproduced by kind 
permission of the photographer).
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Figure 1.6  Solargraphy project, Helsinki/Peter D. Osborne. “Solarphotograph, from a window 
in North East London”, 2007.

Source: © Solargraphy project, Helsinki/Peter D. Osborne (original in colour).

After death the faces are folded in on themselves. The eyes are closed. They have 
taken on the indifference of pure object, all presence evacuated, all interiority lost. 
The faces cease calling to the viewer. No longer signified by their looks, the viewer is 
abandoned to a reawakened sense of their own mortality.

As part of the Helsinki-based project Solargraphy, this image was made using a 
pinhole camera fashioned from a film cartridge (Figure 1.3). It was placed on a south-
facing window sill and left for 3 months tracking 80 days of northern hemisphere 
sunlight. The cartridge was then sealed and sent to Helsinki for processing. The result-
ing image dramatises photography’s in-between condition as neither a narrative nor a 
completely still form (Baker 2008: 178–179). As a time-exposure image it is the mate-
rialisation of the spatial-temporal essence of photography, indicating equally presence 
and non-presence (de Duve 1978: 117). The philosopher Peter Osborne suggests that 
in a photograph, time “might become an ‘object’ ”. He continues, “A photograph is 
an objective illusion of temporal objectification” (Osborne 2013: 125). This proposi-
tion seems borne out by the Solarphotograph which is, in a manner of speaking, time 
become a substance secreted by time itself.

Presence is registered in the Solarphotograph not in terms of the moment or the 
instant but as duration, as a sequence of days compacted into a single frame where 
the passing of time is registered within the image, in its depths as layers of spatialised 
time. The Solarphotograph is in effect a palimpsest created by the inscription of each 
diurnal solar tracking across the sky, one over another through 2,000 hours of day-
light and darkness. While a moving film of this phenomenon would have offered the 
appearance of actual movement, the photograph, by foregrounding both its facility 
and its insufficiency for representing time and presence, becomes both a representa-
tion of them and a reflection on its own mediating conventions and processes. (See 
also the long-exposure work of Vera Lutter.)

The principle we can take from these reflections is that photography is as much a 
theory of the real as it is a representation of it. Perhaps we could modify the British 
artist Mark Quinn’s description of art as “concrete philosophy” and consider photog-
raphy as “optical philosophy” in which a world is revealed, produced and displayed 
for consideration all by the same action. This idea is addressed by Kaja Silverman 
when discussing a tension in Lady Elizabeth Eastlake’s thinking between the notion of 
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photography as a creation of a world and photography as revelation or “disclosure” 
of the world (Silverman 2015: 30–33). It steers Silverman, in Heideggerian fashion, to 
a proposal of the idea that photography can reveal the otherness of the world that is 
always and anyway there and does not have its origin in ourselves. In her discussion 
of some examples of Abelardo Morell’s camera obscura-based art, Silverman describes 
the way the world arrives in the work from the outside, uninvited and all but inde-
pendent of the artist, as an “ontological intrusion” (Silverman 2015: 35). The beauty 
thus revealed or created is as much conceptual as formal, a visualisation of authentic 
being open to the world that is permitted its own coming to presence, that “gives 
itself to be seen” (Silverman 2015: 24). Here photography gives “pictorial form to a 
concept” (Ward 2008: 8).

For the most part the work discussed in this study would be placed along a line 
titled “art” or “aesthetic practice”; and certainly much of it displays a range of dis-
ruptions of the conventional realist image commonly encountered in contemporary 
artwork. However, I would argue that all photographs with any level of extra-photo-
graphic reference are documentations of an object or event; and share the view that 
all photographs are documentations of the photographic act itself. If we re-examine 
the notion of the photograph as “pensive” or “philosophical”, we can see that both 
are the products of the aesthetic identity and activity of the medium. In a discussion of 
Derrida’s approach to photography, Gerhard Richter writes,

Derrida’s interrogation of photography works to open the medium to its own 
alterity, to the ways in which photography exposes the non self-identity and inter-
nal self-differentiation that, for him, ultimately condition any act of aesthetic 
experience and its ethicopolitical futurity.

(Richter in Derrida 2010: xxi)

To understand, in more practical terms, the folding in of, photography’s philosophi-
cal effect into its aesthetic practice, we might adopt Walter Benjamin’s concept of the 
Denkbild as a description of photography’s manifold aspects and applications, and as 
a practice to which photography might ally itself to. Denkbild is variously translated 
as “figure of thought”, “thought image” or “conceptual image”. In order to describe/
think a city (such as Naples) or a complex economic/cultural phenomenon (such as 
the Paris arcades) Benjamin would compress together concrete details, commentar-
ies, observed fragments and sensations, encounters and aphorisms and intermittent 
reflections. It is a form that avoids the totalising viewpoint. In the Denkbild the con-
ceptual accepts an equal positional alongside the representational, the observational 
or the impressionistic modes. It is neither linear nor primarily discursive. It is as much 
poetic—the “resurrection of presences” (Octavio Paz)—as it is sociological. A Denk-
bild is unfinished, or rather its elements are left active so as to continue to form dif-
ferent connections and associations in each reading. Eiland and Jennings describe it 
as “a discontinuous network of subtly intercommunicating singularities” (Eiland and 
Jennings 2014: 212). Like photography it is a gathering of phenomena, an evocation 
of insights and a space that calls for thought.

In his essay “The Question Concerning Technology”, Heidegger quotes from Frie-
drich Hölderlin’s poem Patmos, “But where danger is, grows the saving power also”.
These lines can as easily describe the contemporary irony that photography will be 
part of the solution to the problem that, along with other forces, it has itself brought 


