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There are three principal means of acquiring knowledge. . .  

observation of nature, reflection, and experimentation.  

Observation collects facts,  
reflection combines them,  

experimentation verifies the result of that combination.  

Our observation of nature must be diligent,  
our reflection profound,  

and our experiments exact. 

Denis Diderot  
As translated in Selected Writings (1966) edited by Lester G. Crocker 
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ABSTRACT  

This thesis deals with photography and its relationship to the condition of knowledge. With the dis-

covery of photography in the 1830s came the promise of a new visual language, the creation of a 

new visual order and the proposition of a new way of ‘knowing’.  Here, I identify that the advent of 

the microchip brought in similarly seismic social, cultural and technological changes, the magnitude 

of which compares to that earlier seismic change and is like no other development since.  Through 

positioning photography as inherently bound up with these transformational moments, my research 

asks: what can the medium itself be tasked to reveal about them, and can I find a photographic form 

to speak of these transformations? Where it was initially feared that the latter paradigm shift would 

bring about an obsolescence or a ‘death’ of the medium, instead we find ourselves increasingly del-

uged by ubiquitous imagery and information in a time increasingly referred to as after, beyond or 

post-photographic.  

At the core of my argument, I identify a shift in material presence as being at the heart of the 

changes we are witnessing. My research takes Oxford, England as its focus, with its tangible struc-

tures of academia, from libraries and lecture theatres to repositories and cabinets, in speaking of the 

move from a print culture to the immaterial. In response I shape a line of enquiry that researches 

how knowledge is now ‘handled’ given the ephemeral nature of electronic media. William Henry 

Fox Talbot used an image from Oxford as the inaugural image in the first ever photographically il-

lustrated book and this I take as my point of departure. I draw on Geoffrey Batchen’s research that 

specifically narrates the emergence of the medium, and use the work of Joan Fontcuberta to under-

stand the position of photography now. I argue for a reading of this journey as being one of linear 

travel despite being punctuated by apparent ruptures. For this, I propose a return to the 1960s to un-

derstand the conceptual origins of photography rather than turning to the notion of the digital itself.  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INTRODUCTION 

1.1 Tracing my interest  

My PhD research will engage with the dilemma of where ‘knowledge’ can be said to ‘reside’, as 

revealed through photography.  The title  – ‘Conditions of Knowledge: Photographic Materiality  

and the Process of Order’ embodies key tensions at the heart of this investigation which coalesce 

but are not confined to the shift from analogue to digital and the material to immaterial.  The work 

has emerged from two discrete contexts, once separate but now interconnected: first, my evolving 

practice as a professional photographer living through this shift and second, my interest in the histo-

ry of photography and, with it, a growing awareness of a need to understand the changing landscape 

in which the medium now resides. 

Over twenty years ago in his essay “Phantasm, Digital Imaging and the Death of 

Photography” (1994), writer and critic Geoffrey Batchen (1956) stated that:  

Photography may indeed be on the verge of losing its privileged place within modern culture.  

This does not mean that photographic images will no longer be made, but it does signal the pos-

sibility of a dramatic transformation of their meaning and value, and therefore of the medium’s 

ongoing significance.  However, it should be clear that any such shift in significance will be an 

epistemological affair rather than a simple consequence of the advent of digital imaging.  

         (Batchen, 1994: 50) 

I identify at the core of my own research interest three principle lines of enquiry which are raised by 

this quotation of Batchen’s;  a quotation that I believe remains every bit as relevant for practitioners 

to understand today as when he wrote it.  My first line of enquiry is into the notion of eras and the 

changed environment within which photography now resides, in contrast to that of its emergence.   

To this end I consider how pivotal the work of William Henry Fox Talbot was in the creation of cer-

tain conventions regarding representations of spaces of knowledge.  My second is into the transfor-

mation of meaning and value and for this I contrast the approach taken by Ed Ruscha whose radical 
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work disrupted many of the existing conventions by employing the use of serial form in the making 

of work that was both formally and conceptually innovative.   My third line of enquiry positions my 

own practice as the site of research.  I consider the shift from the physical, material, stored past to 

the digital present and the notions of immaterial and ‘dematerialisation’, while also raising ques-

tions about what it means to be a practitioner today.  Now that photography has witnessed a shift 

from its former privileged position, its enduring significance has come under challenge.  My chap-

ter structure follows these lines of research.  

In his book Burning With Desire (1999), Batchen locates the timing of photography’s emergence 

within what he terms ‘the undecided folding’ (Batchen 1999: 186) at the time of the collapse of the 

‘Classical’ era and the emergence of ‘Modern’ regimes of knowledge.  These are periods chosen by 

Michel Foucault (1926 – 1984) in his book The Order of Things (1966) in which he said that he 

‘was led to abandon the great divisions’ in history (Foucault, 1966: x) in looking for understanding 

as to how taxonomies were created.  Batchen draws on Foucault’s concept of ‘historical discontinu-

ity,’  in which Foucault describes history as being defined as much by ‘breaks’ and ‘ruptures’ as by 

unifying themes saying that, ‘things are no longer perceived, described, expressed, characterised, 

classified, and known in the same way’ from one era to the next (Foucault, 1966: 235).  

For the purposes of my work, Foucault’s thinking in the area of epistemology is of interest in con-

sidering the gaps and continuities associated with the move, for example, from analogue to digital 

as well as the questions that relate to order and ordering as my work progresses.  When I trace more 

fully the development of this thinking in Chapter 2 I will show that his unfolding of the episteme 

concept speaks powerfully in relation to the elements that I explore such as the space in which 

knowledge grows, particularly in regard to endings and beginnings of eras and where knowledge 

and order have historically been said to reside.  Additionally Foucault’s discussion of the less visi-

ble or unconscious in his analysis becomes of interest in considering that which lies beyond the 

reach of the photographic medium.   

Batchen establishes the origins of photography within the 1830s, positioning its emergence within 

the wider social and cultural context of that specific time and suggests that it ‘emerged from a con-

fluence of cultural forces’ (Batchen, 2002: 16).  He argues that photography’s origins were inherent-

ly linked to the social and cultural transformations that followed, the advent of steam and the inno-
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vations that rapidly emerged as symbols of ‘the modern era’:  the railway, the telegraph and the 

modern museum.  Batchen identifies William Henry Fox Talbot (1800-1877) as one of several ‘fa-

ther’ figures of modern photography.  Talbot, he argues, was working during a pivotal moment in 

the formation of Victorian knowledge systems, during a time of enormous social and cultural trans-

formation in Britain.   The Industrial Revolution which witnessed the shift from predominantly rur-

al, agrarian society to an industrial urban society was accompanied by a growing middle class. 

Alongside this there was an emerging and consequent institutionalisation of knowledge.  Talbot’s 

discovery of a mechanical and reproducible method for reliably creating evidential and truthful de-

pictions of the material world positioned photography in line with the Victorians’ search for empiri-

cal evidence and order, thereby making photography immediately desirable.  The seeds for the Vic-

torians’ attraction to empirical enquiry had been sown through the development of positivism in 

France, as espoused by French philosopher Auguste Comte (1798–1857).   The ground  for empiri-

cism had been well prepared as he consolidated a philosophy with its ‘emphasis on scientific obser-

vation and explanation and the rejection of theological and metaphysical speculation’ (Solomon, 

1988: 100).   

As Martin Lister has pointed out, photography at this time, while being a ‘product of the technolog-

ical age,’ simultaneously secured a privileged position within it: 

  

… the Cartesian representational schema, for it is an image the truthfulness of which is under-

written by the scientific procedure that created it…  [suggesting that] …  to know something 

means to have an image of it and only knowledge given as an image is rational and correct. 

         (Lister, 2006: 26) 

My own research is concerned with a further ‘rupture’ that has taken place, as a direct result of the 

advent of the microchip, which has brought in its wake exponential technological advances, the like 

of which we have not experienced since humans harnessed steam, and the effects of which are yet 

to be fully understood. These are visible in manifestations as various as Artificial Intelligence (AI) 

machine-ware and Global Positioning Systems (GPS) as well as bringing about seismic changes in 

the same areas most implicated in the Industrial Revolution such as transport, (today taking the 

form of driverless cars), communication (via the internet and the I-phone) and museum culture, 

which has seen an emergent digital museum culture.  All of these have lead to this moment being 

dubbed the ‘Second Machine Age’ (Brynjolfsson and McAfee, 2014).     
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By first understanding the relationship of photography to concurrent social and cultural transforma-

tions and what it revealed of them, my research aims to understand better the same underlying so-

cial and cultural conditions at this second moment of inflection, or rupture, and to ask the same 

question of contemporary photography: what can it reveal?  On closer examination I ask whether 

this is indeed a ‘rupture’ or whether the social and cultural transformations remain part of a more 

generally linear progression, in stark contrast to the sudden technological advances.  I draw addi-

tionally on the work of curator, conceptual artist and writer, Joan Fontcuberta to research this fur-

ther.  As with Batchen he has written extensively on the notion of ‘post-photography’ and offers fur-

ther insight into the uncertain position of photography at the present time.  Fifteen years ago he 

identified that:  

The dramatic metamorphosis from the grain of silver to the pixel represents nothing more than a 

screen which conceals the evolution taking place in the whole framework that provided photog-

raphy with a cultural, instrumental and historical context.  

         (Foncuberta, 2003: 10-11) 

This, as Batchen identified at the moment of discovery, positioned not just the medium of photogra-

phy but the whole framework in which it rests as having moved into a new era.  Where photogra-

phy, at its origins, can be seen as enmeshed with the visible ordering-urge of the age, revealing the 

Victorian zest for the assembling of details, display of physical objects and modes of codification,  I 

identify within my work, (in contrast to the material presence of the past) a fundamental transfor-

mation in the ways through which knowledge is held and stored.  I identify the physical stored 

items as standing apart from the increasingly ephemeral nature of digitised information and their 

associated methods of distribution.  Indeed in light of more recent movements such as Posthuman-

ism,  Transhumanism and New Materialism there is clearly a call to reconsider the notion of what 

constitutes ‘Knowledge’ itself.  While I lack space to draw attention to these approaches in suffi-

cient detail in my conclusion I refer to such paradigm shifts and the philosophies that are increas-

ingly emerging as relevant to today’s ‘digital era’.  Batchen observed that photography has become 

‘an immaterial medium’ suggesting that working with it today is ‘closer to genetic engineering than 

chemistry’ (Batchen, 2017) and it is this detachment from both the physical and academic support 

structures of the past that is of concern to me. 
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The digital age can be seen to be unfolding many of the past systems, much of which is taking place 

out of sight, invisibly.   One of the defining ideas of the episteme, which has made it attractive to 

writers such as Batchen and Fontcuberta, is Foucault’s position that changes between eras are invis-

ible, the traces of one regime he suggests are no longer visible in the next. It is the continuous rather 

than discontinuous model drawn on by Batchen that I lean to within my own practice.  In my own 

experience digital photography would seem to extend rather than ‘rupture’ many of the medium’s 

trajectories. In this I am in line with Fontcuberta who identifies ‘post-photography’ as ‘disruptive’ 

rather than as being a ‘palpable’ break (Fontcuberta, 2015: 10).  

My own work is located in Oxford and to understand better the historical context for my own prac-

tice, in Chapter 1 I position Talbot’s early work made in Oxford, included in The Pencil of Nature to 

explore photography’s relationship to the physical collections of knowledge and spaces associated 

with academia.  I further introduce the work of several other early photographers who made work in 

Oxford within the same realist paradigm before considering the practice of two later practitioners; 

Tom Hunter (1965-) and Martin Parr (1952-) who similarly made work at the university.  To extend 

my research beyond Oxford and to begin to introduce a more conceptual, typologically-led method-

ology, while remaining in these same institutional spaces, I have drawn on the Museology series of  

Richard Ross (1947-), and consider the works he has made specifically in natural history museums.  

I conclude with an analysis of German photographer Candida Höfer’s (1944-) Libraries.  Both she 

and Ross portray the physical storage and materiality of the past, which are themes I return to in this 

work. 

Fontcuberta, writing of the present moment, has suggested that what is emerging is that; ’it is a 

question no longer of producing “works” but of a prescriptive assignment of meanings’ (Fontcuber-

ta, 2015: 6).  While I agree with this I identify in my own research that although technology has 

changed, the social and cultural origins of this methodology are actually to be located not in the 

present moment but can be identified as having their origins in the work of Ed Ruscha (1937-) and 

in the relationship at that time of photography to conceptual art.  Thus positioning it not as a specif-

ic characteristic of the present moment but as part of a more linear journey of progression.   

In Chapter 2, having positioned photography as an organising device through the work of Talbot, 

described by Russell Roberts as being an extension of the ‘museological dimension’  (Roberts, 

1999) my research moves on to present the continuing desire to bring order and thereby meaning 
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into the expanding flux of contemporary visual culture.  I am aware that this can be interpreted as 

an extension of the early collecting habits, despite the shift in material presence which has occurred 

between Talbot’s time and now.  However, at the core of my approach is the question of what the 

work depends on for meaning.  I draw on the paradigm shifts that occurred in the 1960s and 70s 

with the impact of continental philosophy and draw on the work of Foucault and André Malraux 

(1901-1976) particularly.  At photography’s origins it was realised that the flattening of an object by 

photographing it, reducing it from a three dimensional to a two dimensional thing, allowed for the 

admission into the museum and to the catalogue objects not previously possible. This schema or 

approach, while clear and ‘neat’, allowed itself as time went by to be open to critique.  Perhaps the 

most telling critiques were offered by Ed Ruscha who, through an ideas-based practice, created a 

more ironic and mocking stance towards the collecting habits presented earlier.    It is to the de-

tachment from the realist framework and the departure from the more traditional support structures 

that I turn my attention.  

The critical question to me now becomes: can seriality create meaning where previously there had 

been none? Where Talbot’s The Pencil of Nature (1844) both aligns itself with the emerging knowl-

edge networks of its time and positions photography as being inherently connected to them, I later 

position Taryn Simon as a practitioner who questions many of the medium’s early claims and limi-

tations in relation to the production of knowledge.  She is, perhaps, the doyen of the self-imposed 

taxonomy, an example of a practitioner who is adept at ‘bridging’ eras, retaining connections with 

both the historical moments of the medium and the present moment. 

In Chapter 3 the focus of my methodology shifts and I present my own practice as having become 

the site of my research.  Batchen noted that; ‘Photography may indeed be on the verge of losing its 

privileged place within modern culture’ (1994) and what followed was an anxious series of essays 

and texts across the field.  For example, Rosalind Krauss wrote that; ‘Photography can only be 

viewed through the undeniable fact of its own obsolescence’ (Krauss, 1999: 289), while William J. 

Mitchell (1944-)  proposed that, ‘from the moment of its sesquicentennial in 1989 photography was 

dead - or, more precisely, radically and permanently displaced.’ (Mitchell, 1992: 20).  Alan Tracht-

enberg similarly asserted that; ‘If the nineteenth century invented photography, the late-twentieth-

century began to disinvent it’  (Trachtenberg, 1980).  But of course, photography is neither dead nor 

obsolete, nor disinvented and I believe that Mitchell, Krauss and Trachtenberg were wrong in reach-

ing such a conclusion.  Where they may have been writing at a time poised for change, there was no 
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collapse.  Where Batchen drew on the discontinuous rupture model, these writers similarly posi-

tioned a clear moment from when the medium changed – a point with which I disagree. 

Instead, what has transpired is a previously inconceivable expansion and transformation of every 

aspect of the medium, which has witnessed an abundance and deluge of images and image making 

tools.  While bringing about a radical displacement of more traditional systems and support struc-

tures, new ones that further the medium continue to emerge.  While the value of the contemporary 

image could be said to be being drowned out by accumulation, image making itself is far from dead.  

To put this in perspective, 95 million photos and videos are shared on Instagram per day and almost 

9,000 photos are shared every second on Snapchat (Wordstream, 2018).  1.2 trillion photos were 

estimated to have been taken on smartphones alone in 2017 (Chart, 2018). 

Martin Hand in his appositely titled book Ubiquitous Photography (2012) suggests that what we are 

witnessing is ‘the death of film but the proliferation of photographies’ (Hand, 2012: 2).   Contempo-

rary writing on social and cultural theory identifies qualitative shifts in our thinking which raise se-

rious questions about the very structures we have used to analyse such moments calling for new 

ways to consider the systems that surround us and, as in the case for example, of post-humanism, 

question the assumption of our position as central, suggesting even ‘the possibility of a serious de-

centring of ‘Man’ (Braidotti, 2013:2).  Photography has of course always passed through cultural 

and ideological changes but I believe the changes based on this second ‘unfolding’ and the unfold-

ing cultural theories have transformed the nature of photography to such a degree as to warrant such 

uncertainty and bring about the current crises in the medium’s identity.  As a practitioner, these is-

sues raise the urgent question of what exactly it means to be identified as a ‘photographer’ today.  In 

Chapter 3 I am asking of my research:  if the fabric of photography has been undone, expanded and 

remade, how can my practice explore ideas of ‘transformation’ in relation to photography and its 

relationship to the systematisation of knowledge?  How can I now explore new ways to make im-

ages which interrogate the new conditions within which we find ourselves enmeshed?   David 

Campany asked ‘Can an artwork carry “its time” with it like some kind of melancholic passport 

through all the trauma of displacement and historical change?’ (Campany, 2002) and having identi-

fied this ‘impression’ of time and context in Talbot’s, Ruscha’s and Simon’s work I ask this of my 

own practice too. 
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Where in previous works I had turned my lens on the material, tangible structures of the university 

such as the libraries and lecture theatres, the repositories and the cabinets, my new photographic 

work, Conditions of Knowledge, stands in contrast, as an enquiry into how knowledge can be ‘han-

dled,' given the ephemeral nature of electronic media.  In making work that is detached from the 

referent and indexical nature of photography I have sought to understand and shape a framework for 

my own practice which reflects the re-weaving of social and technical configurations.  Beyond the 

supposed unraveling of photography and its ‘twilight zone of obsolescence’ (Krauss, 1999: 289), as 

a practitioner my research attempts to understand and articulate the condition of photography now. 

My analysis uses practice as a site of research to explore the physical archived past in contrast to 

the new electronic media which is, as Fontcuberta identified, almost ‘invisible’ in its functioning.  

While not lamenting the loss of the physical I use my own photography in an attempt to capture the 

shift from the object itself to the emergence of a type of screen-based ‘dematerialisation’.  I position 

the book and printed word as being part of an enduring order from which it appears that we are now 

moving away - an order that stands in contrast to the ephemeral nature of the functioning of the new 

digital regimes: this is the starting point for my practical research.  My PhD submission contains 

photographic works which have been made over a three-year period, in Oxford, either on location 

or in my studio.  During this time my practice has evolved from relying on a ‘documentary’ or ‘real-

ist’ approach into a more abstract one which moves away from the realistic or literal, reflecting a 

shift from my background as a photo-journalist to my current practice as an artist/photographer.  

To understand what Batchen means by the significance of photography as being an ‘epistemological 

affair’ I start my research in Oxford to consider what traces are visible which may illustrate his 

point and use Oxford, as Talbot did, not to narrate on Oxford itself but to understand the wider so-

cial and cultural position of photography. 

1.2 The origins of this research  

In 2015 The Ashmolean Press published my book Custodians (Vestey, 2015) which contained a se-

ries of images I had made in Oxford in spaces that visibly reflected clues to the times and regimes 

of their creation. This work was concerned with traditional, historical modes of knowledge acquisi-

tion and their sites and for its success it relied on Oxford’s auratic identity as a centre of learning.   
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In this work I had wanted to shape a line of enquiry that would allow me to access the exclusive and 

privileged sanctums of the university and understand further what clues to specific epistemes were 

revealed within its fabric.  At the venues I visited, it was the porters’ lodges and gatekeepers that 

piqued my interest, leading me to question what was being presided over, by whom and for whom.  

I saw an opportunity to use a custodial figure juxtaposed with the spaces to provide a tension, some-

thing of two poles, which would present the viewer with an opportunity to consider wider themes 

such as the acquisition and holding of knowledge, heritage and privilege.  At the same time I was 

able to portray some understanding of the grandeur and solidity of the spaces when contrasted with 

the relatively small and transient position of the individual.   

Russell Roberts made reference to this in conversation:  

There are conventions that precede photography that Custodians references such as the Piranesi 

engravings, where figures are present for scale and as surrogate agents of the viewer for observa-

tion and reflection in pursuit of knowledge.  

         (Roberts, 2015: Newport)   

 

Fig. 1  Joanna Vestey, Alice Ogilvie, Head of      Fig. 2  Giovanni Battista Piranesi, 
Venue Services, Divinity Hall, Oxford, 2015     The Pantheon, interior  c.1768 
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The inclusion of the custodian figure suggests a reading of the spaces as being for perpetuity in con-

trast to the individual’s time being more fleeting alluding to the notions of permanence and tran-

sience.   In his introduction to Custodians, Director of the Ashmolean Museum, Alexander Sturgis 

noted:  

Initially and most obviously, the photographs play on the longevity of institutions against the 

transience of those who pass through them, but of course the stories they tell or suggest are more 

complicated and involving.  However august the libraries, colleges, chapels and museums de-

picted here, they are not impervious to change, handed unaltered from generation to generation.  

Custodians recognise their responsibility to preserve the past but they also like to leave their 

mark. 

         (Sturgis, in Vestey, 2015: 7) 

Referring to these spaces in Oxford, Professor Dan Hicks observes these are ‘punctuated roughly 

once every 200 years by new benefactions and institutions’ (Hicks, 2015) aligning this with Fou-

cault's observations.  Examples of this take the form of The Duke of Humphries Library dating from 

Renaissance times begun in the 1480s; Britain’s oldest museum, the Ashmolean, with its origins in 

the 1680s; or The Pitt Rivers Museum which was built in 1855 to house the collection of Lieutenant 

General Pitt Rivers’ archaeological and ethnographic objects - all of which provide plenty of oppor-

tunities to reflect on both ‘personal and national ambition’  (Batchen, 2002: 183).   

As Peter Wollen has said:  

It is through modes of display that regimes of all sorts reveal the truths they meant to conceal.  

Each historical period has its own rhetorical mode of display, because each has different truths to 

conceal.  

         (Wollen, 1995: 9-10)   

And it is these ‘modes of display’ that are visible within the majority of my Custodians images and 

the clues contained can be read to reveal which of the various ‘regimes’ the spaces emerged from  
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Fig. 3  Joanna Vestey, Robert Wylie, Head Porter,    Fig. 4  Joanna Vestey, Michael O’Hanlon, Director 
The Milner Hall, Rhodes College, Oxford, 2014      of the Museum, Pitt Rivers, Oxford, 2014 

and belonged to.  Within the works, for example, there is the portrait of Cecil Rhodes which hangs 

over head porter Bob Wylie in Rhodes House and an image of the current Director of the Pitt Rivers 

Museum, Michael O’Hanlon, pictured sitting among the original display cases containing the col-

lection of Lt General Augustus Pitt Rivers.  

My work tried to search for reflective ‘way stations’ en route to a fuller understanding of the visible 

confluences of time that I was producing as I began to think about the distance between the techno-

logical digital present and the physical stored past.  Something I discuss in Chapter 3 in order to ex-

plore further the oppositions of the material and immaterial that we would appear to be witnessing. 

An example of such confluences of time is the image of Sister Ann Verena, photographed in the 

Bishop Edward King Chapel at Ripon College, captured in a moment of quiet contemplation within 

a contemporary space, designed by the architectural practice of Niall McLauglin.  My reference was 

to prayer being an ancient ritual, marked by daily rhythms that are often unchanged for generations, 

standing in juxtaposition to this new contemporary space.  Visible within each of the works is an 

order and coherence of items and spaces: the prayer books assembled, the inventorial nature of the 

library shelves and the taxonomical structures of the display cabinets.  These, as I will show, being a 

reminder of the physical, visible structures of the past which become increasingly interesting when 

considering the emerging digital orders which increasingly take place out of sight. 
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        Fig. 5  Joanna Vestey, Sister Ann Verena, Bishop Edward  

        King Chapel, Oxford, 2015 

My preliminary research for this series led me to spend time examining how Oxford had been pre-

viously photographed and by whom.   It was during this research period I discovered that between 

1843 and 1846 Talbot, with his assistant Nicolaas Henneman (1813-1898) made several visits to the 

city resulting in an extensive collection of images.  Four of these are included in Talbot’s seminal 

book, The Pencil of Nature (1844).  Beyond these there are an estimated 450  unpublished views of 

Oxford held by The National Science and Media Museum in Bradford.  Notably, it was with an im-

age from Oxford that Talbot chose to open The Pencil of Nature (1844). 
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  Fig. 6   Plate 1. William Henry Fox Talbot, Queen’s College, Oxford  c.1844 

By focusing his lens squarely on the University of Oxford I believe that Talbot secured, at the 

medium’s very inception, photography’s relationship with institutional learning, suggesting not only 

multiple possibilities for the medium but beginning the long relationship photographers have had 

with such spaces.  

It was also during this time that I came across this image, assumed to be by Philip Delamotte (1821 

– 1889), made at Christchurch, Oxford (circa 1860s).   

Fig. 7  Philip Delamotte, Christchurch,  Fig. 8  Joanna Vestey, Jonathan Flint, Hall Steward,  
Oxford,  c.1860     Trinity College, Dining Hall, Oxford, 2015 
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When I came across it I was shocked to see that my own practice, within my Custodians series, did 

not appear to have evolved in any way since the moment when Delamotte made this image but sim-

ply re-iterated this same realist paradigm.  I began questioning my own work and why it seemed to 

belong to and reflect a past ‘social and cultural’ moment while I was making work in a ‘post-photo-

graphic epoch’.  It is from this point of internal contradiction that I began my research.  

My research is presented here in two parts, as a bound thesis of academic research and secondly, as 

a submission of a bound catalogue of my practical research which has been shown at the North Wall 

Gallery (2018) in Oxford.  
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CHAPTER 1 

The photographing of spaces of learning, from Talbot to Höfer 

1.1   Oxford: photographic practices and the university 

Oxford, is home to the oldest university in the English-speaking world and has long been a place of 

interest to image-makers.  The picturesque views and architectural gems of the city and its colleges 

have provided many commercial and artistic opportunities alike. Historical precedents to photo-

graphic images of the city can be found in John Bereblock’s (1566-unknown) illustrations in Divini-

ty School and Duke of Humfrey’s Library or David Logann, (1635-1692) engraver to the university, 

in his Arts End and Selden End works, made at the Bodleian Library (See supporting images Ap-

pendix 1).  English Romantic landscape painter J.M.W Turner (1775-1851) created several well-

known paintings in the city, among them, Tom Tower, Christ Church (1792-1793) and The High 

Street, Oxford (1810) - views that recur in later photographs. (See supporting images Appendix 1). 

Photography has had its own unique relationship with the city and its institutions from the time of 

the medium’s inception to the contemporary moment.  A cursory look at Flickr and other image 

sharing sites such as Instagram confirms that this fascination with photographing the city and its 

spaces of learning continues to this day.  As the many artists found,  Oxford continues to provide 

commercial opportunities for image-makers that capitalise on the touristic gaze.  These images of 

the city continue to perpetuate its iconic status with certain visual devices continuing to be repeated:  

the bucolic setting, the genteel academic, the golden sandstone buildings, the gowned students, 

rowers and ceremonies - all of which have affirmed views of the city as a quasi-mythic creation.   

Joan Schwartz, writing about the influence photographs have on our notions of space and place, 

memory and identity, of how people come to know somewhere says:  
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Despite profound changes in imaging technologies - photography remains a powerful tool in our 

engagement with the world around us. Through photographs, we see, we remember, we imagine: 

we ‘picture place’.  

         (Schwartz, 2003: 1) 

Talbot, as with the illustrators and artists that both preceded and succeeded him, felt that; ‘the num-

ber of picturesque points of view’ in Oxford were, ‘almost inexhaustible’  (Schaaf, 2016).  Within 

the photographs Talbot created in Oxford, the academic institutions of the university, and the order-

ly architecture of the quadrangles and archways formed a recurring motif.  Writing in Custodians, 

Roberts said that Talbot turned his camera:   

On the facades, quadrangles and doorways of Oxford colleges in the early 1840s in an attempt to 

distil the characteristics and possibilities of photography. Fascinated by the structural designs and 

texture of the stonework, some blackened by the by-products of industrial pollution, Talbot’s de-

cision to focus on ancient architecture of learning in England can also be seen as a conspicuous 

act associating his invention with scholarly pursuit; an association that would lend gravitas to a 

process that was to be seen by many as mechanical, a product of industry rather than the mind. 

           (Roberts, 2015: 9)  

This scholarly pursuit being perhaps most strongly acknowledged 170 years after the making of the 

work by The Bodleian Library, Oxford, who in 2014, secured a large part of the Talbot Collection.  

This stands as a reminder of the continuing importance and relevance of his work to scholars.  Un-

der the direction of Professor Larry Schaaf, who has examined more than 25,000 original Talbot 

negatives and prints in collections worldwide, the library has created a fully digitised online illus-

trated Catalogue Raisonné as a research resource.  Describing the role of the Bodliean, Richard 

Ovenden, Bodley’s Librarian, said, ‘The Talbot Catalogue Raisonné exemplifies the important role 

of the Bodleian Libraries and cultural institutions in creating digital resources that allow unprece-

dented virtual access to collections’ (Oxford Mail, 2014).   

Both eras are united, from the early moments of the emergence of the medium to the present digital 

time offering an example of the role and function of museums and libraries in the preserving and 

cataloguing of such items.  The material which is held in its physical form can be simultaneously 
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less handled and more widely seen, thus allowing researchers access to the collections with no fur-

ther risk of deterioration to the objects themselves.   

Notably, it was with an image from Oxford that Talbot chose to open his is seminal book The Pencil 

of Nature (1844) in which he was to include in total four images from Oxford.   This image is 

shown in my introduction.  Schaaf identifies Plate 1. Part of Queen's College, Oxford as being tak-

en on 4th September 1843 based on a diary entry from Talbot to his mother Lady Elisabeth Eastlake 

who had dropped him off at Abingdon at the beginning of a trip to the area.  The entry stated that, 

he ‘walked from thence to Oxford … the weather has been exceedingly fine both Monday, Tuesday 

& today, and I have made about twenty views each day, some of which are very pretty’ (Schaaf, 

2016).  As Talbot describes in his accompanying text to this image: 

The view is taken from the other side of the High Street—looking North. The time is morning. In 

the distance is seen at the end of a narrow street the Church of St. Peter’s in the East, said to be 

the most ancient church in Oxford.  

        (William Henry Fox Talbot, 1844)  

It is a picture of the Queens College taken from an upper floor of an old coaching house called the 

Angel Inn, which stood opposite, and shows a fairly classic square-on image of the building with a 

vanishing perspective of a lane that runs down to the right of the building’s facade.  Within the im-

age are shadows that suggest the time of day, which Talbot draws attention to in his text, introduc-

ing the ability of the photograph to reveal temporal indicators, noting additionally the ‘weathering’ 

evidenced on the building.  

This image, as with many others, draws attention to the materiality, to the stone and how it is ren-

dered in the photograph, how it has been corroded over time, noting the changes to the physical sur-

faces and alluding to notions of permanence and impermanence.  The shadow registering only at a 

certain moment of the day similarly suggests his interest in the fixing of the fleeting and the making 

permanent of something transitory. The themes of evidencing detail and making visible would con-

tinue to return throughout Talbot’s work.  The idea of the image as proof was also of interest to him 

and in a later image he suggested that if the physical object was removed a record of it would re-

main.   The next Oxford image featured in The Pencil of Nature is Plate XIII Queen's College, Ox-
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ford: Entrance Gateway, which features a view of the main part of the college on the opposite side 

of the street to the previous image.   

 

      Fig. 9  W.H.F. Talbot, The Pencil of Nature is Plate XIII.  

      Queen's College, Oxford: Entrance Gateway, (1844) 

Within the accompanying text Talbot positions the ability of the camera to make visible more than 

the human eye alone can see, expanding his position that the photograph is not just a document or a 

record of the physical world but is something that could reveal more, challenging the very idea of 

what is known.  This was to align the significance of the mechanical record, in the form of a physi-

cal fixed print, with the shift from belief to evidence-based thinking reflecting something of the so-

cial and cultural desires of this particular epoch.  Each of Talbot’s compositions invite a slow re-

warding viewing of the physical image.  In the accompanying text to this image he suggests this to 

the viewer: 

In examining photographic pictures of a certain degree of perfection, the use of a large lens is 

recommended, such as elderly persons frequently employ in reading. This magnifies the object 

two or three times, and often discloses a multitude of minute details, which were previously un-

observed and unsuspected. It frequently happens, moreover -- and this is one of the charms of 

photography -- that the operator himself discovers on examination, perhaps long afterwards, that 

he has depicted many things he had no notion of at the time. Sometimes inscriptions and dates 
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are found upon the buildings, or printed placards most irrelevant, are discovered upon their 

walls: sometimes a distant dial-plate is seen, and upon it - unconsciously recorded - the hour of 

the day at which the view was taken.  

        (William Henry Fox Talbot, 1844) 

Plate XVIII is an image captioned simply as Gate of Christchurch and shows the well-known Ox-

ford landmark, Tom Tower. 

 

    Fig. 10 W.H.F. Talbot, Plate XVIII Gate of Christchurch (1844)  

This is shown from an identical perspective as was painted by Joseph Turner (1775-1851) circa 

1793 (See supporting images Appendix 1).  It shows the large Christopher Wren gatehouse with 

stone tower rising above it and to the right of the image the buildings of Pembroke College in the 

shade, as described in Talbot’s caption where he writes; 

Those who have visited Oxford and Cambridge in vacation time in the summer must have been 

struck with the silence and tranquility that pervade those venerable abodes of learning. 

Those ancient courts and quadrangles and cloisters look so beautiful so tranquil and so solemn at 

the close of a summer's evening, that the spectator almost thinks he gazes upon a city of former 

ages, deserted, but not in ruins: abandoned by man, but spared by Time. No other cities in Great 
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Britain awake feelings at all similar. In other towns you hear at all times the busy hum of passing 

crowds, intent on traffic or pleasure - but Oxford in the summer season seems the dwelling of the 

Genius of Repose.  

        (William Henry Fox Talbot, 1844) 

Talbot’s final image from Oxford included in The Pencil Of Nature is Plate XXI The Martyrs' Mon-

ument which is one of many images he made from similar tripod positions depicting the Victorian 

memorial to the Oxford Martyrs at the intersection of St Giles’, Magdalen Street and Beaumont 

Street.   

     Fig. 11  W.H.F. Talbot, Plate XXI The Martyrs'  

     Monument (1844)  

Schaaf's Catalogue Raisonné has identified 21 images portraying similar views (Bodleian 2018).  In 

the accompanying text, Talbot seems to be seeking approval from the viewer who he interestingly, 

in line with library rather than arts protocols, refers to as the ‘gentle Reader’ writing:  
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And we have endeavoured in this plate to represent it worthily. How far we have succeeded must 

be left to the judgment of the gentle Reader.  

        (William Henry Fox Talbot, 1844). 

These photographic discoveries of Talbot’s can be seen to be indicative of an age where whole 

movements of thought were shifting from belief to a measurable and provable rationale, organised 

along empirical principles.  It is worth noting this shift in thought and the emergent framework for 

knowledge which occurred moving the Victorians into an era where the positivism of Comte, men-

tioned in the introduction, developed into empiricism.  This being visible in the amassing of physi-

cal objects for further reference and scrutiny, in Oxford museums such as the Ashmolean, The Pitt-

Rivers, The Natural History Museum previously mentioned along with the medium of photography 

itself.  Photography can be seen inherently to be bound up with this moment and furthered many of 

the aspirations of the day.  Empiricists believed that existence could be explained by recourse to 

one’s experience and to how details seem to the individual and their senses and that in this context 

of realistic enquiry into the world, the former metaphysical certainties such as the existence of God 

must necessarily fade away.  The technical innovations around photography meshed perfectly with 

this embracing philosophy furnishing visual truth and evidence in line with the underpinnings of 

empirical knowledge.  Upon understanding this it becomes clear to see how powerfully positioned 

photography was within an evolving movement of empiricism.   

As is revealed in Talbot’s images and their accompanying text, photography was welcomed for its 

credible ability to represent scenes and events objectively, making it an immediately desirable tool 

for artistic and scientific representations alike.  Within The Pencil of Nature, images were given 

equal status with the written text, simultaneously aligning them with and proposing their potential 

contribution to, the epistemological questions around how the ‘new’ knowledge was to become sys-

tematised.  Additionally, this secured photography’s admission into the library and into the book - 

an area I will discuss further in due course.  Writer and lecturer Vered Maimon also locates the con-

ditions for the conceptualisation of photography within the framework of Empiricism considering it 

as part of an ‘epistemological shift in which new systems and methods of knowledge were consti-

tuted after the collapse of natural philosophy’ (Maimon, 2015: ix).   Schaaf (2016) and Newall 

(1969), among others, similarly situate Talbot ‘against the networks and institutions of Victorian 
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intellectual enterprise’ (Brusius 2010: 12).  Maimon suggests that although Talbot’s works can be 

seen to reflect the desire for ‘truth’ and is aligned with the particular moment in which it was creat-

ed, it is essential to realise that ‘time dismantles any claim for the universality of knowledge’ (Mai-

mon, 2008: 1).  This in many ways in line with new materialism which I will draw attention to in 

the conclusion.  Maimon is suggesting that the intelligibility of Talbot’s work is precisely a function 

of time and of belonging to a certain intellectual ‘horizon’ within which ‘things acquire their mean-

ing’ (Maimon, 2008: 1).  

One of my lines of enquiry is into what photography can reveal about the notion of specific eras and 

in line with this idea when considering the use of these four images from The Pencil of Nature I do 

not see ‘Oxford’ itself revealed.  I propose instead that Talbot used Oxford as a site to establish the 

social and cultural functions of the photograph in line with Batchen who identifies that, consciously 

or not, Talbot’s images ‘reflect on and embody the social and cultural issues of his time’ (Batchen, 

2008: 5).  The timing of The Pencil of Nature would position it as potentially embedded within new 

forms of the organisation of knowledge and thus it can be seen as something of a monumental pub-

lication that emerged at this formative moment with many points within it that reflect the era within 

which it was created. 

In this collection of images there are a multitude of points of reference to image making genres of 

the past, and it would appear that Talbot was experimenting with and presenting various visual 

methods of communication.  Within the subject matter, Talbot proposed that photography could be 

put to use for, were evidential, artistic, duplicating and cataloguing purposes among other things.  

The Pencil of Nature additionally being a catalogue that showed how the camera recorded certain 

items and what happened to the light, the reflections and the shadows on surfaces such as glass and 

china.  Throughout the book one can discern its autobiographical nature, revealing the Victorian 

gentleman's habits and the collections of the time.   Making the choice to use the book as a form to 

present this work both aligns photography with the library and secures photography’s admission in 

to it.  The book as medium is something I return to throughout my own practical research.  

The Pencil of Nature was significant in being the first commercially published photographically il-

lustrated book, published by Longman, Brown and Green of London.  It contained within its pages 

twenty-four images: twenty-three original salt prints and one original photogenic drawing negative, 

each hand pasted in and accompanied by a text.  Photo-historian Beaumont Newhall said of this 
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book that; ‘its importance to the history of photography is comparable to that of the Gutenberg 

Bible in printing’ (Newhall, 1989: 3).  Roberts further suggests that it was:  

The single most important book from the first decade of photography…  [that] … this book was 

remarkable not only for its boldness as an experiment in publishing, but also for its insights into 

the power of photography that seriously considered the alterity of camera vision and the photo-

graph as a new kind of visual document.  In this respect it deserves to be considered the first 

‘philosophy’ of photography. 

         (Roberts, 2002: 4) 

Speaking of his extensive collection of Oxford images, Talbot scholar Brian Liddy has suggested 

that unlike the philosophical proposals for the medium laid out in The Pencil of Nature, the many 

images of the university that Talbot made may actually have been created for a commercial project 

along the lines of his extended photo essay Sun Pictures of Scotland (1845) or as individual prints 

for sales to the public or to the colleges, which goes to highlight that soon after photography’s dis-

covery, the commercial possibilities for the medium were quickly realised.  

Martin Kemp says, ‘Every modern image, however generated, that claims to present the visual truth 

of what can be seen stands in [Talbot’s] legacy’.  He further suggests, that as the inventor of the 

negative, which allowed the printing of many copies, Talbot ‘stands as the ancestor of technological 

reproducibility in photography’ (Kemp, 2015).  Where the technologies of today can be seen to 

have replaced the need for the traditional support of the negative, questions surrounding the notions 

of visual truth and reproducibility remain as relevant today as they were at the medium’s origins.  

As already seen, in many ways the content of Talbot’s work in Oxford followed the compositional 

form of the painters he superseded in making work that reflected the touristic gaze and with a po-

tentially commercial opportunity in mind.   Photographers of Oxford who followed him in the twen-

tieth century, as I will move on next to present, took up these opportunities and continued to make 

work that remained within the realist framework.   

I do not argue that Talbot was enthralled with Oxford or shared a touristic fascination with the city, 

rather that the cultural weight and gravitas of the university were the backbone of his endeavours.  

As I will go on to show, these same interests and concerns similarly inform the work of recent pho-

tographers such as Tom Hunter and Martin Parr.  In their work however, Hunter and Parr break 
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from the earlier methods of documenting as seen in Talbot and the earlier image-makers in Oxford 

and, as I will show, they utilise methodologies that align them in contrast with forms of institutional 

critiques.  This work reflects a visible shift from the presenting of Oxford as a valued centre of 

learning to presenting it as a site of class privilege.  

Oxfordshire County Council’s website has a provisional list of photographers known to have been 

trading from 1844-1922, which includes more than one hundred entries, demonstrating how quickly 

the commercial possibilities for the medium were realised.  This also simultaneously illustrates that  

Oxford, and particularly the university, became a substantial employer requiring photographers to 

service its needs in providing popular Cartes de Visite, prints for albums, and group portraits of its 

clubs, societies, matriculations and graduations.   

Gillman and Soame (1867) were the most prolific of these and took over from Hills and Saunders 

(1856), (See supporting images Appendix 1), and remain the photographers of choice to the univer-

sity to this day.  Group portraits and coverage of milestone events made up the core of their busi-

ness, and reflected in their archives are images of privilege and tradition - documenting the royal 

family at Oxford, recordings of Sir Roger Bannister running the four-minute mile and, more recent-

ly, the now infamous image, which has since been withdrawn from copyright by Gillman and 

Soame, that showed David Cameron in 1986 with fellow members of the Bullingdon Club.  That 

withdrawal might be tantamount to photography being ‘incorporated’ rather than ‘objective’. 

In 1857 Philip Delamotte published Views In Oxford as a large (14.5inch x 18.5inch) red leather-

bound album containing forty-two photographs, mounted on cardboard, loose in a cloth case folio.  

While his views are similar to those of Turner and Talbot, of the same sites - the High Street, Mar-

tyr’s Monument, Queen’s College and Tom Gate and Tower they begin to differ through the inclu-

sion of a single man outside the rotunder building at Oriel College, and again at the St. Mary’s 

Church, seen from Canterbury Gate (See supporting images Appendix 1), which reflect the ad-

vances in the technology and film speed.  It was an image of Delamotte’s from this collection that I 

positioned in the introduction as being a catalyst for my own change in direction as a practitioner. 

Two standout photographers making work bound up with the university at this moment who are 

useful to position in seeking to understand the relationship of photography to the learned society of 

the time are Charles Lutwidge Dodgson (1832–1898) and Sarah Acland (1849-1930).  Dodgson is 
�24



better known as Lewis Carroll and for his books Alice's Adventures in Wonderland (1865) and its 

sequel Through the Looking-Glass (1871).  He made several images of natural history species in the 

university’s natural history museum including his infamous image of Reginald Southey standing 

with skeletons (See supporting images Appendix 1).  This displays something of the learning meth-

ods of the time as revealed in further images of his - such as that of the tuna fish skeleton (See sup-

porting images Appendix 1).  A prolific photographer in Oxford, Dodgson took portraits of family 

and friends and celebrities of the day being known particularly for his extensive photographing of 

Alice Liddell who was of course Alice from the Alice in Wonderland books.  He photographed 

many prominent names, including Michael Faraday and others who were in Oxford for the infa-

mous evolution debate between T.H. Huxley and Bishop Wilberforce in 1860.  Sarah Acland,  (who 

was incidentally friends with Alice Liddell) was another Oxford photographer who was known for 

her portraiture of the well-connected friends of her family, notably creating a portrait of Prime Min-

ister William Gladstone.   She was also a pioneer of colour photography.  She had met and was in-

fluenced by photographer Julia Margaret Cameron as well as having studied art with John Ruskin, 

the art critic.  

Much of the work of the photographers that followed in these early stages was created to fulfil a 

straightforward commercial requirement, making work that remained within a realist paradigm at a 

time when people still marvelled at the brilliance of the practice when it was employed to record 

and idealise the aims of the time.  Rather than trying to provide an extensive list of who has made 

photographs in Oxford, what I have demonstrated through this research is that Talbot’s Oxford work 

is useful to my own concerns in several contexts. By positioning his work as being inherently bound 

up in the Empiricist endeavours and ‘Victorian intellectual enterprise’ (Brusius, 2010) of the time it 

has been useful to understand how a reading of these images reveals that  The Pencil of Nature 

stood at a pivotal moment as whole systems of thought were shifting from belief to an evidence 

based knowledge where the technological apparatus of the camera and the fixing of film meant that 

proof, a record of an event could be made for later scrutiny. 

Hunter and Parr, two contemporary photographers who have further made work in response to the 

University of Oxford, provide a useful counterpoint to the early Oxford works, revealing both a 

continuing relationship to the realist paradigm and use of the associated formalistically documen-

tary approach.  While these practitioners still owe their success, in many ways, to the earlier mo-

ments of photography’s history in terms of their indexical and documentary nature, being made in 
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many of the same spaces that attracted Talbot, Delamotte and Gillman and Soames, what becomes 

evident is that a less visible, more academic, shift has taken place in the intention of the photogra-

phers.  Where Talbot’s work was positioned, particularly in his texts, as introducing the ability of 

the photographic image to allow for scrutiny of temporal elements previously not always noted by 

the human eye, such as the time on the clock face and the weathering effect on stone over time, Parr 

and Hunter’s work attempts to go beyond such surface clues to reveal, in line with post-modernism, 

a form of institutional-critique.  As with Talbot who was interested in looking beyond what was ini-

tially visible, both Hunter and Parr are seeking to record the relationships and cultural points of ref-

erence that lie beneath the surface, drawing into question where the capacity of the technological 

apparatus to record ends.  In these works there is a movement away from the previous apparent rev-

erence to both photography and Oxford, and we see the work becoming a site of critique. 

Cultural theorists, such as Walter Benjamin, John Tagg and Susan Sontag, observed that photogra-

phy could be used to scrutinise institutions and ideologies, particularly in considering the conditions 

of the work force, offering something of a counter narrative.  Where I suggested previously that the 

photography of Talbot could be seen to be furthering the ambitions of the dominant regime, theo-

rists such as these suggested instead that photography could be used to question the presentation of 

truths and to comment on issues such as class.  Where Talbot had invited his ‘readers’ to pick up a 

magnifying glass and scrutinise an image for clues revealed on the exteriors of buildings, the altered 

perspectives of these contemporary photographers are asking for their viewers to scrutinise, for ex-

ample, the less visible histories and relationships within the university.  The camera, instead of be-

ing used to simply record events and fulfil a commercial purpose has, in this capacity, become a 

tool to scrutinise, question and deconstruct.   Where Talbot’s The Pencil of Nature (1844) both 

aligns itself with the emerging knowledge networks of its time and positions photography as being 

inherently connected to them, Hunter and Parr’s practices, I propose, seek to reveal the fissures in 

institutional behaviours, positioning them as apart from this type of service.  

Hunter was the first artist-in-residence at Nuffield College and made work during May and June of 

2012.   The work that he made sought to reveal the distance between the university and the staff it 

employed.  Hunter said of this series: 

I have been taking portraits of the scouts, cleaners, butlers and workers from the University col-

lege halls, putting the people from behind the scenes in the picture and giving them the status of 
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the grand paintings adorning the halls where they work… Twelve portraits have been taken and I 

am preparing to commence the next phase, recording the oral histories of these staff. Such amaz-

ing people with incredible life stories, I can’t wait. 

          (Hunter, 2012)  

 

     

                                                

                                                 Fig. 12 Tom Hunter, From the series Nuffield College,  

    Oxford, 2012 

In this image, made at Nuffield College (2012), a member of staff, potentially from the catering or 

housekeeping team, is positioned somewhat awkwardly in the corner of the dark-panelled dining 

room in their work overalls.  On closer scrutiny a very new yellow sponge is visible in his hand on 

the table - obviously positioned to hint at the type of work he may do.  This stands in contrast to the 

surrounding images of grand ladies and gentleman commemorated in the oil portraits hanging on 

the wall.  In a further image from this series, an African lady is shown standing again in a dining 

hall, surrounded predominantly by white male portraits.  The set ups are somewhat awkward and 

contrived and would seem to continue to create tensions with inequality between the sitter and the 

photographer, beyond showing visible differences in class, background and position with the sur-

rounding images.  I question what is revealed of this particular moment.  While reflecting the shift 
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in attitude of the photographer and questioning the colonial past and imperial powers, I would argue 

that by remaining within the realist paradigm in his image making approach, Hunter has inevitably 

run into the inherent limitations of what the medium itself can actually say.  

Walter Benjamin quotes Brecht in his seminal essay “A Short History of Photography” (1931) ask-

ing, ‘does the mere reflection of reality reveal anything about reality?’.  He continues: 

A photograph of the Krupp works or the AEG tells us next to nothing about these institutions.  

Reality proper has slipped into the functional. The reification of human relationships, the factory, 

let's say, no longer reveals these relationships. Therefore something has actually to be construct-

ed, something artificial, something set up. 

                  (Walter Benjamin, 1931: 293) 

It would seem exactly in line with this ‘construction’ that Hunter is attempting to deliver his mes-

sage.  Through using a more self-conscious practice, which is purportedly more aware and sensitive 

to the visual histories, Hunter attempts to illuminate issues such as colonialism and class within the 

existing institutional frameworks and attempts to disrupt them using the details and clues within the 

spaces to construct a very different narrative than the popular image more usually portrayed.  The 

paradoxical relationship between visibility and invisibility is taken up in an attempt to articulate the 

unseen dynamics of power.  Hunter is not shy of self-promotion but references to this body of work 

of his are almost non-existent.  It would seem that this is one particular series from his oeuvre that 

stands apart from other works, both in style and content, and he would seem to be almost burying 

any connection with Oxford.  Where these are made in the overbearing spaces of Oxford, the major-

ity of his work stands in contrast by being made in Hackney and depicting travelling communities 

over long periods of time.  The continuity with these works is his concern with class and labour and 

his critique of the ideological spaces and class privilege associated with Oxford, but they do not sit 

visibly among his other work.  

More recently, Parr has made an extensive body of work in Oxford,  which beyond the observation-

al form it may share with earlier moments of photography, as with Hunter, has a sharper type of cri-

tique inherent within it.  Between 2013 and 2016, following a meeting and subsequent commission 

from Richard Ovendon, Bodley Librarian, Parr, made over 20,000 images (BJP, 2017) during his 50 

to 60 visits to the city from his home in Bristol.  The work was made as a chapter from a larger 
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body of work about the ‘British Establishment’ in which Parr has documented institutions such as 

Harrow and Christ’s Hospital schools, the City of London and the British Army.  Parr’s Oxford 

body of work was published as a monograph apart from the wider project by Oxford University 

Press (2017) and contained an edit of 119 images and a foreword by British American author Simon 

Winchester OBE.  This was launched with a pop-up exhibition in the foyer of Oxford’s new Weston 

Library building in 2017. 

The Bodleian website wrote of the exhibition: 

This newly commissioned body of work documents the behind-the-scenes student antics and rit-

uals that for many outside these elite establishments, will remain a secret. Parr's distinctive and 

unique observations cast a wry eye over the events without resorting to political statement or cri-

tique.  

         (Bodleian, 2017)   

As with Hunter’s work, the images give the impression of a form of independent institutional cri-

tique but I feel it would be naive to suggest the photographers had the freedoms necessary to make 

independent work.  In some ways this can be seen to align them with the work of Gillman and 

Soame, reducing them, (and indeed, my own work in Custodians) to actually being a part of the 

very machinery they purport to be critiquing. 

Parr made 20,000 images in Oxford over a similar period of time as Talbot made his collection of 

work.  In the case of Parr this consisted of 451 known images made 180 years earlier.  Where Talbot 

was almost certainly the only photographer photographing the university at the time, Parr, converse-

ly at many of the events he attended, was surrounded by many photographers using smart phones 

and digital cameras.  I would like to remain here with this thought for a while longer as these 

changes would seem to present the opportunity to discuss several of the key social and cultural 

shifts which have affected the medium.  Parr, being a photographer whose roots are in a more tradi-

tional documentary framework and whose background would have been in film where he would 

often have used medium format which would have often had just 12 exposures, presents a useful 

opportunity to consider the shift in workflow from analogue to digital.  By Parr’s own revelation he 

suggests that he took around 20,000 images while making work in Oxford for this project which, to 

me, immediately leads me to ask the question: Why?  Did this approach, that was enabled by the 
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use of a memory card rather than the more laborious and expensive path of using film, lead to the 

creation of better or more interesting or revealing images?   As a practitioner my attention addition-

ally turns to the question of what this must have meant for his workflow on returning home, which 

would have required extensive uploading, hours of editing and expensive hardware and back-ups 

for the storage of the work.  

After a little preliminary research online, looking to social media platforms Flickr and Instagram, 

what is revealed is that there are literally thousands of images from Oxford that look, in many cases, 

perhaps to the untrained eye, interchangeable with Parr’s work.  For example, taking Parr’s pho-

tographs at the Encaenia degree ceremony held at the Sheldonian in 2017 as shown in the images 

below. 

Fig. 13 Martin Parr Encaenia Degree Ceremony,          Fig. 14 Darrell Godliman, Encaenia degree ceremony, 
The Sheldonian,  Oxford, 2017            The Sheldonian,  Oxford, 2017 

Similarly at another event Parr attended, the end-of-finals ‘trashing’  celebrations and, looking to 

Google and social media channels again, further it becomes clear that Parr is not alone in his inter-

est in the rituals of the University of Oxford. 
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Fig. 15 Martin Parr ‘Trashing’  Celebrations,   Fig. 16  Photographer Unknown, flickr image 
Oxford 2017      Trashing celebrations, Oxford 2017 

With the pervasive use of smartphones and the burgeoning proliferation and circulation of images, 

inevitably a certain fatigue would appear to have set in, which is inevitable.  What I am suggesting 

is that Parr’s method of working in this time of hyper documentation can be seen to look increasing-

ly challenged academically and commercially.  I do not mean this in referring to him as he is a 

lauded and highly regarded photographer but to suggest that younger photographers embarking on 

their own careers may find it hard to pursue this line of work so fruitfully.  It raises the urgent ques-

tion as to how any emerging photographer, amid such an abundance of images uploaded by so-

called citizen photographers taken on their smart phones, can claim a distinctive or unique approach 

when making work at these same events.  This throws into the spotlight what it means to be a ‘pho-

tographer’.   As I discuss in Chapters 2 and 3, one of the possible solutions to resolving this issue 

would seem to be in the abandoning of this more traditional realist paradigm in favour of a more 

conceptual abstract approach.  In recognising that there has been a shift in the position of privilege 

of a professional photographer, this type of work, which is more responsive to a situation than con-

sidered or constructed, in future could be left somewhat adrift.  
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Fontcuberta, writing about the accumulation of images said:   

In this extraordinary accumulation, the photograph loses the condition of exclusive exquisite ob-

ject that it once enjoyed.  Lacking value, it is trivialised; lacking the physicality of an object, it is 

dematerialised.  

       (Fontcuberta, 2015: 12)  

When researching this series of Parr’s, I identified a further point of change in the shift in the physi-

cal form itself.  In beginning to think about the shift in materiality from the support objects and 

structures of the past it is interesting to observe what happened once Parr was released from the 

physical constrictions of film and its associated costs.  As already noted, Parr shot what appeared to 

be an unprecedented amount of images.  This illustrates that the recording methods associated with 

the digital chip and the memory card  offer the opportunity of providing a seemingly limitless ca-

pacity to record scenes - the immaterial which stands in contrast to the physical prints, in this case 

most specifically, the unique negatives and salt prints associated with The Pencil of Nature and ear-

lier images made in Oxford at many of the same colleges.  As outlined earlier, one of my own lines 

of enquiry is concerned with the shift in material presence and how this is manifest in more visible 

ways such as the move to the screen as support system.  Where the print itself was once valued, 

Parr's work would sit seemingly somewhere in between two eras where, in the case of Parr, the end 

product is still delivered in physical form as a book and as an exhibition, yet the images made by 

others at these same events are uploaded for screen-based delivery and consumption the same day 

they were made. While people who were standing next to him at certain events went home and up-

loaded their images immediately sharing them with the world via networked connectivity, Parr’s 

were held back for his exhibition in Oxford and subsequent book publication.  

My Custodians work is, I believe, more responsive to the aura of setting and less documentary in its 

motivations than the methodologies of either Hunter or Parr’s, but I similarly see issues with it.  

Both Hunter and Parr are more concerned with the social use of the spaces and are making work 

that is more politically charged.  Hunter particularly, I identify as attempting to make an ideological 

critique of the colleges, drawing attention to their historical narratives and less visible stories such 

as showing hidden labour.  Parr’s work I believe continues to trade more on the commercial success 

connected to the touristic gaze but for this reason encounters a different set of issues in becoming 

closer to the deluge of others sharing similar work on Instagram and social network images.  At this 
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point, having been attentive to Oxford and how it has been photographed, from Talbot to Parr, I turn 

my research interest beyond Oxford. 

1.2 Beyond Oxford:  The Museum and the Library 

In this section I present the work of two artist/photographers, Richard Ross and Candida Höfer, who 

continue to make work in spaces that are associated with the earlier regimes and the associated 

holding and storage of knowledge. Both, as I will show, take a different methodological approach to 

Hunter and Parr.  Both display a uniqueness in their work not visible in Parr’s or Hunter’s through 

their use of seriality and the utilising of a more typological approach, presenting work, particularly 

in contrast to Parr’s, that forms a series as opposed to standing as a collection of single images 

along a very broad theme.  Much like the original collectors of the objects themselves, Ross and 

Höfer carefully research and curate spaces for inclusion, taking a slower long-term approach. Höfer 

is additionally positioned as a practitioner whose work begins to introduce the notions of the ‘dead-

pan’ and of serial repetition. 

The spaces that both Ross and Höfer choose to make work in belong to an early moment, which I 

contrast, in due course, with the transformation to digital forms of knowledge and the move away 

from the physical and traditional structures of support.  I present these two bodies of work in my 

research to begin to understand seriality and order as methods that would appear to distinguish prac-

titioners from the abundance of ‘photographers’ today and show them as practitioners who display a 

considered reverence for such spaces in the face of the instantaneous and screen-based methods of 

access and delivery to global collections.  The ordering of many of these same museum cabinets 

and of the libraries, as revealed in these series, I will later show have had strong conceptual influ-

ences on the art photography that followed.  For their success, I propose that these series additional-

ly depend, in part, on photography’s unique position among the arts as being able to present many 

times within one moment, creating a patina effect and drawing on the epistemological potential in-

herent within the medium.  

Both of the series of works that I discuss, Ross’s Museology (1987) and Höfer’s Libraries (2005), 

were published in book format.  Ross’s Museology (1987) series published as a monograph by 

Aperture in 1989, is made up of 45 colour, medium-format images, created over 12 years.  In con-
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trast, Höfer’s Libraries (2005), published as a book by Thames and Hudson is more encyclopaedic 

in its extent, containing 137 large format colour images.  Where the space of the library is the focus 

of Höfer’s image making, within Ross’s Museology (1987) the natural history museum lies as his 

point of focus.  Natural history museums throughout the world, from the Museum Nationale 

d’Histroire Naturelle in Paris and the New York’s Metropolitan Museum of Art to the British Muse-

um in London are explored.  In his images Ross would seem to identify simultaneously the museum 

as being an important place for the holding and displaying of items that make up our global cultural 

heritage and as being the dusty store cupboards that stand as testament to the ambitions of the past.  

His selection is of spaces that reveal methods used to represent the various objects collected.  In 

many ways this work can be seen to be furthering photography’s own inventorial and cataloguing 

capacities and follows in Talbot’s legacy of articles on display revealing these same taxonomical 

connotations from the earlier moments, as discussed in the previous chapter.   

Conversely, there is a darker interpretation of these images which could be read to stand as a more 

tragic glimpse at objects which are no longer held or treasured as they once were - which instead of 

being celebratory of our collecting habits raise questions regarding preservation and storage.  Ross 

represents spaces that stand as places created for the holding and presenting of physical objects, 

which would appear increasingly less relevant to a modern audience.   Unlike Hunter and Parr, 

Ross’s works are not, I believe, didactic or politically loaded to the same degree and he would seem 

to be choosing not to dissect the agencies or power structures involved in the establishing of muse-

ums as a form of critique.  For me the success of these images lies in their execution and in his se-

lection of visually interesting spaces.  They do not satisfy my desire to know more, instead succeed-

ing in the way in which they work together in a somewhat gentle and humorous manner.  Each im-

age is compositionally and technically successful and works in its own right as well as contributing 

more to the wider series.  As with the works of Talbot that I drew on earlier, these images, I suggest, 

reveal as much about the artist and his sensibilities as they do of the spaces themselves.  Where they 

part with this similarity, I suggest, is that where Talbot’s images revealed something of the social 

and cultural framework of the time of their creation, in line with the emergence of the museum and 

the methods of display used in the time when they were made, Ross’s would seem to be suspended 

in a moment that seems poised for change, yet this is not revealed within the images in the same 

way.  It is academically that the viewer will make this assumption.  Where the content perhaps al-

ludes to the coming to a close of one particular epoch standing as a type of eulogy, there are no 

clues as to the next moment and its associated technologies to come. 
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Fig. 17 Museum of Antiquities, Delphi   Fig. 18 Field Museum, Chicago, 
Greece, 1984      Illinois 1986 

Visible within Ross’s works are a wide selection of natural history museums from around the world 

that reflect the points of difference in the individual global collecting habits and in the methods of 

presentation, preservation and revelation of room sets and mis-en-scenes.  His pictures recording 

both the formal and the disorganised, revealing the wealth, or relative lack of wealth, available to 

the various museums.  The images present different histories which are reflected in the methods of 

display employed by the many institutional endeavours to present the wonders of the natural world 

revealed in their presentations such as the preserved room sets and mis-en-scenes.  The images of 

the Museum of Delphi in Greece and the Field Museum in Chicago immediately point to this and 

are examples of the individual and unique histories of such spaces, revealing vastly different pasts 

and presents.  See images on the following page. 
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In the image from Delphi there is a sense of abundance, of ruins literally scattered around, broken 

but in a stable condition, potentially waiting for a capital investment to catalogue and present them 

where, in stark contrast, the rhinoceros in the Field Museum in Chicago stands in an isolated lonely 

vitrine in the corner.  Standing, unlike the pieces in the Delphi image, a long way from the continent 

it came from in a cold glass box in a room with cold lighting, it becomes a reminder of how far it is 

from the freedom and warmth of its point of origin.  The box reflecting the necessity for the muse-

um to be responsible for preservation, preventing further deterioration and reflects the visual meth-

ods of display from particular moments.   

Such spaces have long been of interest to photographers and this work of Ross’s can be seen to 

stand as something of a precursor to the works of others.  Ross’s image of the American Museum of 

Natural History of New York 1977 made of a diorama that depicts a carefully crafted reconstruction 

of taxidermied apes in their natural landscape perhaps is the most obvious example of this, preced-

ing Hiroshi Suigimoto’s (1948-) Dioramas (1974-) series which shows the very same cabinet and 

displayed apes.  I recognise that Ross and Sugimoto use different functions of photography, Sugi-

moto being attentive to photography's history of ‘a desirable picturesqueness’ (Batchen, 2011: 9) 

and being attentive to the materiality of the photograph as in the print in itself, his works perfectly 

lit and meticulously crafted to create an end-product of an impeccable print standard.  This stands in 

contrast to Ross who assumes a more objective less technically-driven documentary position that 

while being attentive to the physical, the print, the book, does not appear to seek the same level of 

presentation. 
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Fig. 19 Richard Ross, American Museum of    Fig. 20 Hiroshi Suigimoto, Earliest Human Relatives, 
Natural History New York New York 1977  1994 

Ross’s images are wry, humorous, sad and insightful at once.  In an image made in the Royal Scot-

tish Museum a polar bear sits ironically in a very simple cage with nothing but white faux snow on 

the ground staring up under a brightly lit glass ceiling, the lighting looking like a tanning bed or a 

well-lit shop display.  Shown just a few metres from the vitrine is a large cylindrical radiator.   In 

another image made at the British Museum, a reindeer and a stag are both shown with clear plastic 

bags over their heads, the stag apparently looking straight into the lens of the camera giving a feel-

ing to the viewer of being looked disconcertingly directly in the eye.   

Fig. 21 Richard Ross, Royal Scottish Museum,   Fig. 22 Richard Ross, British Museum, Natural 
Polar Bear, Edinburgh, Scotland 1993   History, London, England 1985 
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Suzanne Muchanic has described Ross as having a ‘benignly irreverent attitude that allows him to 

combine his great affection for museums with an irresistible urge to deflate their pretensions’ (Mu-

chanic, 1989) and this is the sense I similarly feel throughout the work.  What becomes visible mov-

ing through the series as he explores, with his camera, remaining close to the realist traditions of 

image making, are the traces of history, the displays of the past, held variously in displays that 

range from the grandiose to the somewhat absurd, in spaces that range from opulent to those which 

are now more threadbare.   In his Museology work, while the images each retain a unique angle and  

individualistic position from which they were taken, we begin to understand the power of a repeti-

tive way of working as a form of methodology.  

What Ross primarily draws attention to is the unconscious of such museums, which as I will show 

in due course, stands in direct contrast to the gleaming public spaces Höfer chooses.  For Ross it is 

the obscure corners in the storerooms and the lesser visited spaces behind the scenes, which reveal 

another side to the museum experience.   In revealing something of the behind the scenes areas, de-

picting more the workings that make up the construction and presentation of the museum experi-

ence than those more obviously photographed, he is exposing a cultural disjuncture.  His works hint 

at what curators and collectors over the years have felt worth preserving and the ways in which they 

have been inclined to display them.  They present the civilising and educational element such spa-

ces were a part of, reminding the viewer of the function of such institutions as agents of representa-

tion that shaped our sense of history, complicit in the transmission of knowledge.  In their heyday 

such spaces would have stood as temples to knowledge and been located in cities as embodiments 

of both a symbolic and material wealth created.   

Where museums were identified as having played a key role in the creation of the modern state, be-

ing tasked with the making visible and holding of knowledge and tasked with an educative role they 

are now seemingly no longer required in the same way.  Douglas Crimp in On The Museum’s Ruins 

(1993) positions the museum space as an ‘institution of confinement,' (Crimp, 1993: 48)  where he 

draws attention to the museum as an enclosure of decaying and dead objects that stand as a monu-

ment to a past social and cultural moment.  This is in line with a reading of Ross’s work that sug-

gests his images as standing as a form of eulogy.   In light of affordable travel and the invention of 

the 4k screen delivering high resolution nature programmes on demand, the urge to amass, cata-

logue, and display objects from nature in such unnatural environments has never appeared more 

�38



strange.   Ross made this Museology work just on the cusp of the emergence of digital photography 

and it would seem that his choice of aesthetic strategy aligned this work with the earlier moments of 

photography. As with Talbot drawing attention to the physical objects, their materiality and the sup-

port structures that they are embedded within.  In this chapter I identify such collections and the 

method of photographing them as having roots in the Victorian times to understand what it is that is 

shifting in light of the ‘dematerialising’ associated with the digital.  In Chapter 3 I take this point up 

in more detail in considering the shift in the emphasis on the object itself and present my own visual 

observations which explore how the transformation of knowledge is manifesting itself.   Oxford 

professor Dan Hicks has indicated that we are in a time he calls DMA, the Digital Museum Age, in 

which he positions the growing speed by which museums are digitising their collections and mak-

ing them accessible online. Hicks says:  

The screens of their devices simply develop new kinds of engagement with collections from old-

er technologies – the glass case, the cast, the photograph… Historic collections will no longer 

gather dust, and undoubtedly new forms of contemporary collecting will emerge. DMA will not 

diminish the museum as an institution, but will strengthen it by unlocking the cabinets. 

          (Hicks, 2016). 

While Ross’s work attests to obsolescence or decay, Hicks’s views indicate that such decline is ar-

rested through the onset of the arrival of the technologies and tools associated with the digital age.   

While such museums will continue to be tasked with the physical holding and support of the mater-

ial items,  the contemporary condition is witnessing an increasing growth of audiences and provid-

ing increasingly greater and more sophisticated accessibility. 

As with Ross, Höfer has made work in spaces such as the museum,  the library and the zoo which 

similarly stand as archives, as monuments, reflecting the same moments and desires which I have 

presented in this chapter that refer back to the systematic ordering of the environment which dates 

back to the time of the Enlightenment.  In contrast to the choice of areas that Ross has selected,  

mostly Höfer’s work is concerned with revealing the canonical grandiose repositories of informa-

tion, the laboratories of classification, that show the often stately and ostentatious, public side of 

such locations in contrast to Ross’s behind the scenes observations.   Her choice of camera format 

additionally reflects this commitment; Ross’s being shot with medium format film where Höfer uses 

a large format camera. 
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Within her photographic style, Höfer adopts straightforwardly, objective viewpoints, positioning her 

within a lineage of German photographers who were interested in typologies, such as the new ob-

jectivity of August Sanders (1876-1964) and the architectural typologies of Bernd Becher 

(1931-2007) and Hilla Becher (1934-2015), who were her tutors at the Düsseldorf academy.  In 

contrast to the scale Ross works at, Höfer works in epic series, making images that appear to em-

ploy a systemic type of recording which have been described as having a rigorous ‘dead pan’ look 

(Batchen, 2011: 9).  Batchen has written about this approach, saying: 

Debates about the artistic potential of photography in the nineteenth century often contrasted a 

desirable picturesqueness with a frontal and therefore unthinkingly mechanical symmetry; in 

short, a creatively subjective picture was preferred.  In more recent years this binary has been 

reversed, with artists Bernd and Hilla Becher, Ed Ruscha, Hans Haacke, Martha Rosler, Rineke 

Dijkstra and Waalid Raad deliberately eschewing pictorial variation in their photography in 

favour of rigorous serial form and deadpan images.   

                        (Batchen, 2011: 9)   

Where Ross would seem to offer something of a personal vision, reflecting his individual thinking 

and concerns within his work, Höfer’s Libraries (2005) series is distinguished only from the dry 

architectural document, I would suggest, by her dogmatic pursuit of quality and reverence for the 

materiality of the photographic process.  This is something that I will look at again in Chapter 2 in 

the work of Taryn Simon who similarly, in contrast to Ruscha, remains committed to the quality that 

the larger format camera can deliver, as with Höfer, making work that is intended to be shown at a 

very large scale within the gallery environment.   As I have identified, one of the objects I am inter-

ested in with my own research is the book, seeing in it an opportunity to reflect on the shift from the 

physical to the digital.  Höfer’s series Libraries (2005) therefore becomes of particular interest to 

me.  This body of work forms something of a visual inventory of European, and to a lesser extent 

American, libraries in which Höfer mechanically documents spaces such as The Bodliean in Ox-

ford, the Bilbiothèque Sainte-Geneviève in Paris and the Pierpont Morgan Library in New York. 

While sumptuously composed and technically perfect, the works which have been commercially 

very successful on the international art market, disappoint intellectually.  Where I feel there are un-

derlying questions and investigations that Ross’s Museology work alludes to these would appear to 

be more simply about the grouping of certain spaces, which is a line of enquiry I examine more 
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closely in the following chapter.  However, it may be the sheer quantity of these perfect glossy im-

ages that for me brings about a certain fatigue to Höfer’s approach.   

As I understand them, Höfer does not appear to make any sort of critique unless there is a sharper 

edge to these images, a hostility embedded in the apparently dry documents that I have missed.  My 

own reading of this work, in contrast to Ross’s, is that her images would seem to idealise such cul-

tural institutions rather than be presenting them as decaying spaces threatened with some sort of ob-

solescence.  These works stand as more celebratory than Ross’s which I propose have a tendency to 

expose custodial neglect.  Where Ross’s work seems to harness the ability of photography to record 

the darker areas and might suggest the holding of archaeological remains as being identified with 

past eras, Höfer’s through her use of light would seem to present beautiful spaces sumptuously re-

produced, as alive and glorious without any further comment. 

 

    
            Fig. 20 Candida Höfer Trinity College, Dublin 2004  

Where the library spaces have remained unchanged for centuries, items that allude to more recent 

human habits such as early computers and mircrofilm readers creep in to several of her images, 

which could perhaps speak of concerns I am similarly trying to address.  Writer and curator 

Caoimhín Mac Giolla Léith asks:  
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Is [Höfer] trying to idealise cultural institutions or reveal them as dead spaces or archaeological 

remains… is she asking;  Are these exquisite corpses? Is there a bitter commentary underneath 

the seemingly objective, straight-on framing of these views? Is she perhaps doing for Western 

culture what photographers such as Edward Sheriff Curtis did for Native Americans a century 

ago, romanticising the final moments of a passing age? 

                       (Giolla Léith, 2008)   

It is hard to be clear on this point which would potentially position her work in line with Crimp’s 

and my own observation of the shift in the relevance of the material, but Libraries I believe would 

be unique in her oeuvre if it was making this sort of statement as this would not be applicable to any 

of her other work.  My supposition is that these images are not presented as being concerned with 

the sociocultural or even architectural heritage but would instead sit within her wider bodies of 

work that investigate the pictorial atmospherics of absence.   Where within Ross’s there are similar-

ly no people, Höfer’s would seem to draw much of their strength from this theme which she revisits 

in all of her work.  Höfer’s would seem to be an aesthetic essentially devoted to the photographic 

object as artwork rather than to presenting living libraries or the temporality of histories.  

The work is supported by a fairly satirical essay by Umberto Eco, translated from the Italian De 

Bibliotheca (1981) which was originally a paper Eco gave in 1981 at a conference in Milan, which 

delivers a cutting reflection of the role of the library and the associated institutional behaviours.  It 

is an essay that appears dated now primarily due to the inclusion of reference to the technologies of 

the time; to the micro-film and card archiving systems for example, reflecting past habits that have 

since been superseded.  In contrast to Höfer’s apparent reverence for such spaces, this text of Eco’s 

appears instead as a seemingly mocking choice, portraying the spaces as being anti-readers and im-

possible to access.  A selection of the text of Eco’s included reads: 

The librarian must consider the reader an enemy, a layabout (otherwise he’d be working) and a 

potential thief… 

The information office must be completely in-accessible. 

Loans must be discouraged. 
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Inter-library loans must be impossible, and in any event the process must take months.  It’s far 

better, however, to ensure that it is a guaranteed impossibility to know what may be available in 

other libraries… 

The library’s greatest enemy is the working student; its best friend is someone like Alessandro 

Manzoni’s Don Ferrante, who possesses his own library and therefore has no need to go there, 

and who on dying leaves his collection to the library. 

                                (Eco, 1981) 

Höfer’s work stands apart from the photographic work I have presented that was made in Oxford 

and also that of Ross’s (Museology) work and signals a break with the more traditional forms of pic-

ture making and presentation.  This reflects the series as a methodological approach that began, not 

as a response to the advent of digital but at this earlier moment.  I identify that her work follows on 

more identifiably from the conceptual serial work of Ruscha, which has its roots in the 1960s, an 

approach which displays additionally a shared methodology that reflects a desire for order and that 

relies on the assigning of meaning through the imposition of a self-assigned taxonomy, which are 

points I will discuss in the following chapter.  

Charting the evolution of photography in Talbot’s time involves a necessary concentration on the 

empirical bases of the technical and aesthetic developments within this emerging artistic and social 

phenomenon.  However, it is worth noting that any such developments cannot be seen as detached 

from the philosophical ideas that were present in the wider intellectual arena, not least because they 

may help explain later developments and current mores.  From the Enlightenment on, the centrality 

of the self within Humanistic views of life and living was fore-grounded and then waned.  Posi-

tivism appeared to offer an appealing refuge from such ideas in its search for ‘laws’ derived from 

empiricism and grounded in quantifiable outputs.  Questions about photography continue to be 

framed through a grasp of these initial philosophical positions and further continue to be explored 

through the contemporary notions of post-structuralism, post-humanism and post-structuralism.   
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CHAPTER 2 

Photography and Conceptual Taxonomies 

2.1       Order and Coherence  

Foucault is considered as a major figure in both structuralist and subsequently post-structuralist 

thought.  He has an ‘archaeological approach’ to historical research (Foucault, 1970: 207) which for 

the purposes of this thesis makes him specifically of interest.  In dealing with issues of how knowl-

edge is understood he considers modes of knowing rather than knowledge itself.  History, Foucault 

states,  

Is not to be understood as the compilation of factual succession or sequences as they may have 

occurred, it is the fundamental mode of being of empiricities, upon the basis of which they are 

affirmed, posited, arranged, and distributed in the space of knowledge, for the use of such disci-

plines, or sciences as may arise. 

          (Foucault, 1970: 219) 

In the introduction, through Batchen’s writing, I introduced the idea of Foucault’s thought and how 

it has been used in considering the location of knowledge and how his concept of the episteme has 

been drawn upon in considering photography’s transitions between cultural eras.   Order, Foucault 

proposed, has no existence except in ‘the grid’ created by a glance or an examination (Foucault, 

1960, xxi).  It is in the area of collections, cataloguing and the inventory that his thinking about 

codes of a culture resonate perhaps most powerfully in relation to my own research.  Foucault 

speaks of a gap that he calls a ‘middle region’ ‘between the already encoded eye and reflexive 

knowledge’ (Foucault, 1960: xxiii).  It is perhaps in such a moment of change that the medium of 

photography could be seen to currently reside.  This ‘middle region’ Foucault proposed was ‘the 

most fundamental of all’ suggesting that how much we bring into this domain ourselves is key.  He 

proceeds with this as his central task writing: 
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An inquiry whose aim is to rediscover on what basis knowledge and theory became possible; 

within what space or order knowledge was constituted; on the basis of what historical a priori 

[can] rationalities be formed. 

        (Foucault, 1960: xxiii) 

After which he continues with a desire not to progress knowledge towards some objective but to 

stay within the moment of knowledge itself through exposing: 

The epistemological field, the episteme in which knowledge … grounds its positivity … its con-

ditions of possibility … what should appear are those configurations within the space of  knowl-

edge which have given rise to the diverse forms of empirical science. 

        (Foucault, 1960: xxiv) 

This he describes not so much as a history as an ‘archaeology’.  In The Order of Things Foucault 

positions the episteme as a set of ideals ordered by unconscious ideas that determine what constitute 

knowledge at specific moments in time. He suggests that one of the things that makes the episteme 

unique is the ‘unconscious stratum’ that is, the ‘precondition for accepted knowledge in each histor-

ical period’ (Merquior, 1991: 36).  Through the application of this ‘archaeological’ enquiry Foucault 

reveals ‘two great discontinuities in the episteme of Western culture’ (between c1650 and c1800 - 

from the end of the Classical Age to the start of the Modern).  It is because of this that, as Paul Ra-

binow (1944) says, ‘Foucault has often mistakenly been seen as a philosopher of 

discontinuity’ (Rabinow, 1984:9).  What Foucault positioned in-fact was that in the unfolded gap in 

the episteme there is still a ‘quasi-continuity on the level of ideas and themes’ (Foucault, 1960: 

xxiv) and it is these points of connectivity and influence that inform my next areas of research.  

Photography has since its inception inevitably been embedded in these complex organisations of 

knowledge, as was introduced in the previous chapter, and has responded to technological changes 

that have emerged as part of the medium’s evolution.   Where for me Foucault’s writing is perhaps 

most relevant is in drawing attention to the less visible indicators that signify a shift in the social, 

cultural and technological behaviours at a given time and in the providing of a loose framework in 

which to perceive systemic changes that occur from era to era.  
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In this Chapter my research turns to the notions of order and coherence.  I identify seriality and the 

use of a typological approach, along with the notion of the prescriptive assignment, the written or-

der or title, as becoming increasingly relevant as we increasingly witness a detachment of the image 

from traditional support systems and frameworks and try to understand new ways in which meaning 

is created.  To support my argument, in which I propose that the present condition of photography is 

not a direct result of the advent of the microchip but the result of a more linear journey, I introduce 

a type of photo conceptualism that emerged in the 1960s, particularly through the work of Ed 

Ruscha. While undeniably the medium and its practitioners have been affected by breaks and rup-

tures along the way I propose that many of the methodological approaches we are seeing today have 

their roots in this earlier 1960s moment which has seen such approaches aligned with a continuous 

rather than discontinuous model.  In identifying Ruscha as being fundamental in this trajectory I 

present an opportunity to trace an alternative path to the present moment.  To support this journey I 

will later turn to the work of Taryn Simon.  Simon I present as an artist who expands on Ruscha’s 

methodologies and becomes central to thinking about the digital present and determining what are 

the props used for meaning today.  I identify Simon as a practitioner who, while articulating a cri-

tique of sites of knowledge, is an artist who remains attentive to the materiality of the medium.  In 

this she shares connections with Höfer, who I discussed in the previous chapter, in mostly using a 

large format camera and choosing the sites of the gallery and the book as the final places to show 

the work.   

Louis Arago commenting on the medium’s role at its inception, wrote that photography heralded ‘an 

encyclopaedic transformation in the way the known and unknown world can be brought to 

order’ (Arago, 1980: 21).  Crimp similarly observed photography as an ‘organising device’, identi-

fying that: 

photography not only secures the admittance of various objects to the museum; it is also the or-

ganising device: it reduces the now even vaster heterogeneity to a single perfect similitude   

          (Crimp, 1995: 50).   

For his analysis Crimp draws on French art historian and philosopher Andre Malraux, who in his 

book, Le Musee Imaginaire (1965), persuasively considered photography accountable for a number 

of changes in museum culture.  He proposed a collection of world art but outside of the need for it 

to exist in any given architectural space traditionally associated with it.  His suggestion is that the 
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use of photography itself, mirrors as Talbot proposed, ‘the admittance of various objects, fragments 

of objects and details of objects to the museum’ (Talbot, 1844).  Photography is seen here in an or-

ganisational capacity, Malraux writing; ‘thus photography becomes the homogeniser of the complex 

and diverse museum’ (Malraux 1967: 54), enabling the creation of what he describes as a ‘super-

museum.’  This suggests the photograph as being able to flatten objects or scenes, lending an ability 

to order and present physical objects from any place in any combination of ways due to the shift 

from a three-dimensional to a two-dimensional surface.  This is an interesting and prescient obser-

vation in light of the presenting and storage of images on line, away even from the more traditional 

physical support structures previously required, such as the negative and the print.   

By identifying this shift in ‘matter’, by which I mean in this context, the shift from the need for the 

physical object such as a sculpture, in light of a copy, a substitution though photography, being able 

to stand in its place, I suggest here the beginnings of a process of dematerialisation in which pho-

tography was implicated had already begun.   Thus what is being presented by more contemporary 

writers as the shift in material presence as a response to the emergent digital environment I believe 

actually has always been a trait of photography.  What would appear to have changed is that the 

medium of photography itself has more recently undergone a further dematerialisation.  Where once 

at its core lay the physical materiality of the print and of the negative standing as the support struc-

tures of the medium, in their place now stands a different series of forms and supports such as the 

jpg, the pixel, the hard-drive and the screen, allowing for the image to be omnipresent, everywhere 

and yet nowhere at the same time.  Malraux’s proposition was that if the photograph can take the 

place of the artwork itself, then the collections lend themselves to an infinite series of recombina-

tions and objects that can be stored in other formats such as books and catalogues and in a way that 

is ‘other’ to the medium in which the thing originally existed.  The digital image has further ex-

panded this notion.   Malraux suggested that the ability of photography to isolate details and present 

artworks and objects in an ideal way, through the use of lighting and different viewpoints, was a key 

function of the medium, allowing for scrutiny in ways not previously possible.  More importantly in 

considering my position in this thesis, is his writing regarding the flattening nature and the repro-

ducibility of the image where he identifies the role of photography as having changed the role of 

admissions into the museum and the catalogue.  Malraux suggested that art history became ‘the his-

tory of that which can be photographed’ (Malraux, 1967: 76), identifying this as a signalling point 

in his conception of the ‘museum without walls’.  
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In light of the emergent digitisation of museum culture and the nature of digital art projects such as 

the Google Arts and Culture project, formerly Google Art Project (Google, 2011), Malraux’s book 

now reads as a prescient text in the face of the dematerialising that has followed.  It shows that pho-

tography was already implicated in the disrupting and collapsing of the structures of physical ad-

missions, geographical storage of the inventorial and the archival from its earliest moments, pre-

senting the photograph and its relationship to opportunities for the grouping and reassembling of a 

multitude of potential narratives beyond the physical object itself.   Oliver Wendell Holmes (Sil-

verman, 2015: 9-10) suggested that once the essence of the scene or object being represented pho-

tographically has been extracted and recorded, ‘the world itself can be thrown away’. For him, pho-

tography meant that:  

  

Form is henceforth divorced from matter… In fact matter as a visible object is of no great use 

any longer … Give us a few negatives of a thing worth seeing, taken from different points of 

view, and that is all we want of it.  Pull it down or burn it up, if you please. 

          (Silverman, 2015: 9-10) 

Where the digital image or the digital copy may still contain the essence of the original object, this 

substance, this ‘matter’, by which I refer to the physical properties of the photograph as something 

that can be held or touched, either through the negative or the print itself,  is increasingly being 

written about as being irrelevant in a world where people increasingly seek digital content.   One of 

the predominant forms of practice in post-photography involves ordering and collecting, in line 

with these earlier moments, through the use of ‘appropriated’ images.   While I lack the scope with-

in this thesis to discuss this in significant detail it is relevant to draw attention to the idea that these 

habits, would seem to be a continuation of these same social and cultural aspects of the medium.   

The technological element has expanded to include the possibilities of the ordering of information 

found online, already in an immaterial form, linking the image, internet and technology with past 

methods of collection but it is the academic ideas, the prescriptive assigning of at times arbitrary 

groupings, which further enable this approach.    

Away from the faith in Talbot, the museum, truth and the Enlightenment and the evidential nature of 

photography, the use of such an imposed intellectual ordering emerges as integral in creating mean-

ing for the photographic series.  Foucault, in The Order of Things (1970) asks:  
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On what ‘table’, according to what grid of identities, similitudes, analogies, have we become ac-

customed to sort out so many different and similar things? What is this coherence? 

         (Foucault, 1970:  xx1) 

Foucault’s observation and identification of the signaturist nature of order arose from his interest in 

an essay by Argentinian writer Jorge Luis Borges (1899-1986) called The Analytical Language of 

John Wilkins published in Other Inquisitions 1937-1952.  Borges, after discussing the ‘ambiguities, 

redundancies and deficiencies’ of an encyclopaedic system proposed by John Wilkins, lays out his 

now infamous fictitious taxonomy of animals found in a certain Chinese Encyclopaedia, The Celes-

tial Emporium of Benevolent Knowledge, saying: 

in its remote pages it is written that the animals are divided into: (a) belonging to the emperor, 

(b) embalmed, (c) tame, (d) sucking pigs, (e) sirens, (f) fabulous, (g) stray dogs, (h) included in 

the present classification, (i) frenzied, (j) innumerable, (k) drawn with a very fine camelhair 

brush, (l) et cetera, (m) having just broken the water pitcher, (n) that from a long way off look 

like flies.   

         (Borges, 1952: 103) 

For Foucault this taxonomy shattered all the ‘familiar landmarks’ of his thought: 

as I read the passage, all the familiar landmarks of my thought—our thought that bears the stamp 

of our age and our geography—breaking up all the ordered surfaces and all the planes with 

which we are accustomed to tame the wild profusion of existing things, and continuing long af-

terwards to disturb and threaten with collapse our age-old distinction between the Same and the 

Other. 

         (Foucault 1970: pxv) 

2.2  Ed Ruscha  

In the work of Talbot, Ross and Höfer one can see the ordering and collecting habits of earlier mo-

ments and regimes.  I turn at this point to consider the work of  Ed Ruscha who is credited with 
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having disrupted and subsequently pushed forward the boundaries of the medium in relation to a 

more ‘conceptual’ approach.  Benjamin Buchloch writing of this outlined that: 

Among the key strategies of future Conceptual Art that were initiated by Ruscha in 1963 were 

the following: to choose the vernacular (e.g., architecture) as referent; to deploy photography 

systematically as the representational medium; and to develop a new form of distribution 

(e.g., the commercially produced book as opposed to the traditionally crafted livre d’artiste) 

         (Buchloch, 1990: 119) 

Standing outside of, and in contrast to, the romanticism of Talbot, a part from the nineteenth century 

when a ‘creatively subjective picture was preferred’ (Batchen, 2011: 9) Ruscha ‘deliberately es-

chewed pictorial variation… in favour of rigorous serial form and deadpan images  (Batchen, 2011: 

9).   Where seriality itself had been previously seen, in the typologies, the epic surveys, of the Ger-

man portrait photographer August Sander for example, it had previously been more entrenched in 

social concerns with documentary ambitions.  Ruscha’s work signified a move away from, and a 

dismantling of, the documentary approach as well as a rejection of an instinctive way of picture 

making in favour of a more prescriptive, serial way of working.  Jeff Wall (1946) suggested that 

Ruscha’s work, in contrast to the documentary style, offered only a ‘parodic reportage without 

event’ (Wall 1995: 39), suggesting that Ruscha’s photographs offer an ‘anonymous’ detached view 

that presents the viewer with seemingly a mere ‘social record’, negating the techniques and desires 

of the earlier photographic movements.  The idea of preferencing the concept ahead of the object 

and valuing the process over the final aesthetic stood apart from how photography had previously 

been considered and Ruscha’s work remains as a signal moment of this.  

Born in 1937 in Omaha, Nebraska, Ruscha grew up in Oklahoma City before moving to Los Ange-

les in 1956 to study graphic design at the Chouinard Art Institute (now The California Institute of 

Arts).   While studying he worked in various jobs, saying of this, ‘If you were going to go to an arts 

school, you had to have some skills that would allow you to moonlight in some other 

phase’ (McMahon, 2011).  Among the graphic arts jobs that he had, under the pseudonym Eddie 

Russia, were ‘layout designer for Artforum, painting signs, and hand-lettered gift boxes’ (McMa-

hon, 2011).  The imagery and techniques associated with commercial pop art formed a key part of 

his stylistic approach, leading to the association of his work with the pop art movement.  Photogra-

phy for him was just one of many mediums he turned to, such as drawing, print-making, painting 
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and the book and he has repeatedly stated that he was not particularly interested in photography it-

self.  In an interview with American critic A.D Coleman (1943) he said of this relationship:  

I’m not intrigued that much with the medium … I want the end product; that’s what I’m really 

interested in.  It’s strictly a medium to use or not use, and I use it only when I have too.  I use it 

to do a job, which is to make a book. 

          (Ruscha, 1972) 

In contrast to my research in Chapter 1 into work made in places and spaces associated with rich 

cultures and traditions and the holding and transmitting of knowledge, Ruscha mostly took the ba-

nality of the everyday American vernacular as his subject matter, making work in and around the 

contemporary, often emerging, spaces that surrounded LA. His subject matter featured, for example, 

gasoline stations, swimming pools and apartment buildings; places and objects described by Mar-

garet Iversen (1949) as ‘anti-landmarks or poor monuments’ (Iversen, 2010: 16).  Ruscha has said 

of these in interviews that, while he was mindful of the rapidly emerging consumerism and the im-

pact it was having on the social and cultural landscape, it was not his intention to comment on this, 

instead stating a position of neutrality.  Speaking of his work in an interview to John Coplans 1920-

2003), Ruscha said: 

I have eliminated all text from my books – I want absolutely neutral material. My pictures are 

not that interesting, nor the subject matter. They are simply a collection of “facts”; my book is 

more like a collection of Ready-mades. 

          (Ruscha,1965) 

By which he is referring to the ‘ready-mades’ of Marcel Duchamp (1887-1968), artworks that 

Duchamp made by exhibiting ordinary manufactured objects, retrieving the mundane of the every-

day from obscurity.  The sequencing and repetitive nature of Ruscha’s imagery is in line with Pop 

art, reflecting the movement’s concerns with the consumption and the emergence of mass culture.  

In Ruscha’s use of repetition and seriality the Minimalist interest in putting ‘one thing after another’ 

can additionally be seen.  Iversen proposes that Ruscha’s titles, as Duchamp’s did, provide a verbal 

‘score’ (Iversen, 2010: 14) which can be seen as an instructive order that is then followed.  Ruscha 

said of this that the ‘idea for a book title – Twenty-six Gasoline Stations, became like a fantasy rule 
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in my mind that I knew I had to follow.’ (Ruscha, 2002: 23).  In an interview with Coplans he had 

explained that:  

The title came before I even thought about the pictures. I like the word “gasoline” and I like the 

specific quality of “twenty-six.” If you look at the book you will see how well the typography 

works – I worked on all that before I took the photographs. Not that I had an important message 

about photographs or gasoline, or anything like that – I merely wanted a cohesive thing.  

         (Ruscha, 1965) 

Such prescriptive collecting habits are in line with the ambitions of the earlier collectors of curiosi 

who similarly sought an umbrella of cohesion for their acquisitions as Borges drew attention to in 

his somewhat subversive passage that I introduced earlier.  Ruscha, in line with Borges, continued, 

through his use of a self-assigned inventory, to make ironic comment on just such habits.  The score 

(Iversen, 2010: 14), or schema/schemata (Koltz, 2007: 194), provides instructions that when applied 

to photography offer the ability to move and reposition items of subjects at will.  Iversen stated that: 

such notational systems dislocate photography from the reproductive logic of original and copy 

to reposition it as a recording mechanism for specific realizations of general schemata.  

          (Iversen 2010: 14)   

Koltz further proposes that the work of art then becomes ‘re-configured as a specific realization of a 

general proposition’ (Koltz, 2007:194).  This speaks back to the writing of Malraux. 

Twenty-six Gasoline Stations (1963) is arguably the best known of Ruscha’s photographically based 

works and reflects this literalness.  His adherence to exactly this type of textual instruction led to it 

being considered as a monumental and pivotal example that, as its title promised, contained 26 

gasoline stations all collected together in a way that reflected an inventorial, typological approach.   
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  Fig. 21 Ed Ruscha, Standard, Amarillo,          Fig, 22  Ed Ruscha, Standard, Figueroa Street,  
 Texas, 1962,            Los Angeles, 1962 

The formal mechanisms were to sit somewhere between the scientific, the anthropological and the 

artistic, delivering in its presentation of objects, for comparison and scrutiny, the clarity and cool-

ness of scientific distance, even though they ultimately lacked this credibility.  Ruscha has said of 

this work, made by photographing various gasoline stations along Route 66 on a simple camera 

with black and white film, that he used to drive between Oklahoma and LA several times a year and 

that where Monet had the Seine this is what he had available to him (Ruscha, 1963).   While making 

this journey, Ruscha stopped along the way and photographed the gasoline stations.  The work is 

made from the direction of L.A. back to Oklahoma, or at least this is the order in which it is pre-

sented in its final book form.  It is important to make clear though that he did not set out to make an 

exact documentary or inventorial record, choosing instead to miss out several of the stations alto-

gether and in his final presentation within the pages of the book he deviated from the actual order 

the stations were in along the road.  Of interest to note, additionally, is that while repetitive and ty-

pological, there is a degree of individuality within each of the images which reflects a rejection of 

attention to detail and precision, in favour of a collection bound by an idea over aspirations to quali-

ty.  This is in contrast to Höfer, and as I later discuss, Simon who replicate exactly the same camera 
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position and lighting which is paramount to their methodological approaches.  Within these pictures 

of Ruscha’s for example are varying amounts of garage forecourt and there are images made at dif-

ferent times of day, including at night, which reject this further element of control and attentiveness.   

The ‘road’ was something at the time that lay at the heart of the work of writers and photographers. 

Ruscha was to stake out an approach that stepped away from the lyrical, whimsical, allegorical and 

more emotional examples, instead presenting a practice that was more matter-of-fact in its delivery 

of information.  In his methodology Ruscha took an approach that was, on the surface, unprofes-

sional and intentionally anti-aesthetic, something that has equally delighted and infuriated his crit-

ics.  Wall wrote of this: ‘Only an idiot would take pictures of nothing but the filling stations, and the 

existence of a book of just those pictures is a kind of proof of the existence of such a person’  (Wall, 

2003).  All of the images that Ruscha presents serve to furnish an idea, a proposition that reveals no 

emotion or consciousness beyond that of the need to illustrate this thought. The same strict adher-

ence to this serial approach is evident in each of Ruscha’s other books: Every Building on the Sunset 

Strip (1966),  Thirty-four Parking Lots (1967),  and Nine Swimming Pools and a Broken Glass 

(1968) where again the serial approach is used but with one deviation, as prescribed in the title.  

Writing of Andy Warhol’s (1928-1987) Soup Cans (1962) and his choice of this repetitive compara-

tive way of making work Foucault wrote: 

  

in concentrating on this boundless monotony, we find the sudden illumination of multiplicity it-

self – with nothing at its center, at its highest point, or beyond it – a flickering of light that travels 

even faster than the eyes and successively lights up the moving labels and the captive snapshots 

that refer to each other to eternity, without ever saying anything:   Suddenly, arising from the old 

inertia of equivalence, the striped form of the event tears through the darkness, and the eternal 

phantasm informs that soup can, that singular and depthless face. 

          

         (Foucault, 1977: 189) 

Krauss noted in her commentary on painters using grids that a fundamental re-ordering was taking 

place in the art of painters such as Piet Mondrian (1872-1944).  The grid in fine art is ‘flattening,’ 

‘geometricised’ and ‘ordered’ in its effects, she observes, concluding that ‘It is what art looks like 

when it turns its back on nature’ (Krauss, 1979:50) positioning a shift in depicting nature as a shift 

in dealing with matter.  Arguably it could be said that Ruscha’s work shares in the similarly reduc-
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tive ambitions of the grid, and the use of this as a flattening, ordering, ideological device employed 

as a means to deliver information, something I will discuss later as connecting with Simon’s work.  

Visible within this way of making work are points where Ruscha’s work connects with some of the 

ambitions and ideals as laid out in Sol Le Witt’s manifesto Paragraphs on Conceptual Art (1967), 

for example:


What the work of art looks like isn't too important. It has to look like something if it has physical 

form. No matter what form it may finally have it must begin with an idea. It is the process of 

conception and realization with which the artist is concerned. 

                     (Sol LeWitt, 1967) 

These same concerns echo something that Fontcuberta has reiterated in relation to ‘post-photogra-

phy’: 

  

Issues of meaning will take precedence over issues of representation.  It is hardly surprising then 

that in the realm of artistic expression digital photography should be unfavourable to certain de-

velopments of a formalist nature while accentuating others of a narrative and conceptual nature.  

         (Fontcuberta, 2002: 12) 

Ruscha can further be positioned as breaking from the traditions of the medium in his questioning 

of both notions of authorship and of the need for a high quality physical materiality.  Making work 

that could be read against photography’s background of highly aestheticized image-making reflect-

ing the move from a subjective to objective way of making work.  Buchloh wrote that Ruscha’s:  

… was a particularly laconic type of photography at that, one that explicitly situated itself as 

much outside of all conventions of art photography as outside of those of the venerable tradition 

of documentary photography, least of all that of "concerned" photography.  This devotion to a 

deadpan, anonymous, amateurish approach to photographic form corresponds exactly to 

Ruscha's iconographic choice of the architectural banal [gas stations]. Thus at all three levels - 

iconography, representational form, mode of distribution-the given forms of artistic object no 

longer seemed acceptable in their traditionally specialized and privileged positions. 

          (Buchloh 1990: 122) 
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The shift in the privileged position is something that Batchen draws attention to as presented in my 

introduction and the role of the photographer being something that Ruscha at this point reframes.  

For example, Thirty-four Parking Lots in Los Angeles, (1967), while illustrating Ruscha’s typologi-

cal system of approach, is an example of the delegation of the act of photographing altogether.  For 

this work, Ruscha hired a helicopter and commissioned aerial photographer Art Alanis to hover 

around one Sunday morning and record empty parking lots around Los Angeles from the air, work 

that Ruscha later made into a book which remains of interest to this day.  Presented most recently as 

part of Shape Of Light, 100 Years of Photography and Abstract Art, which showed this year at The 

Tate Modern, London.  Every Building on the Sunset Strip (1966) provides a further example of this 

and similarly draws into question the need or role of the photographer.  For this Ruscha devised a 

car-mounted camera system that offered a fixed, detached point of view from which to take images 

as a car was driven down Sunset Strip. Through the rejection of personal framing and pictorial vari-

ation in favour of this mechanical setup, each building was photographed from the same angle and 

height creating a repetitive set of images.   Referring to this technique Iversen called it a form of 

‘auto-maticity’  (Iversen, 2010: 13).  This methodology of Ruscha’s was a radical departure from 

the strongly aestheticised medium of photography which appeared to mock and question the posi-

tion of both photography and the artist.  Ruscha's ‘harvesting’ images from sources such as a mo-

torised camera on the back of a truck or the commissioning of an aerial photographer are examples 

of a conceptual way of working which broke from several of the medium’s classical support struc-

tures and contributed with the ‘transformation of the meaning of photographs’ (Batchen, 1994: 50) 

that I referred to in the introduction.   

It is around this moment in photography’s history that I identify the beginning of what might be 

considered the contemporary ‘crisis’ and ‘uncertainty’ of photography.  Where Parr, Ross and Höfer 

are documenting, as did Talbot, through the use of considered image making, this way of working 

presented a radical departure.  I would suggest that the curation of images from surveillance and 

satellite systems and from the internet, which is so prevalent today, relies on these earlier moments 

of objective mapping for their legitimation.  Such an association is rich to explore but I lack the 

space in which to do so in this thesis.  The images contained in Twenty-six Gasoline Stations have 

been described variously as ‘dull’, ‘boring’, ‘insignificant’ and ‘banal’, (Wall 1995 and Batchen 

1994).  However, I would suggest that in light of the medium’s relationship to ‘art’ and the techno-

logical changes that followed, the increasing leaning to the use of appropriated images, makes these 

images, in many ways, anything but ‘banal’.  Increasingly I believe these historical precedents be-
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come more important to understand in the face of the growing rootlessness associated with the 

medium today.   

As well as challenging the position of the photographer, Ruscha challenged the position of the 

artist’s monograph, delivering many of his series as cheaply produced books that rejected the 

craftsmanship and quality previously typified by the livre d’artiste.  This eschewing of the more 

prestigious methods of image presentation was in line with the disposable consumerism of the time 

for which he turned to conventional commercial printing techniques in the books’ production.  

Claire Lehmann stated that: 

Ruscha has claimed a singular disregard for the artist’s book as precious object and preferred to 

expand the potential reach of his books by pricing them at just a few dollars… privileging a 

‘crisp’ look and ‘clear cut machine finish’. 

                  (Lehmann, 2017: 251) 

     

Aware that with his printing methods he was being disruptive, one of Ruscha’s statement sign draw-

ings, now held in the Tate, read simply ‘Artists Who Do Books’, written in a white text that sits on a 

black pastel background - this being a seemingly ironic self-referential painting that plays with this 

idea further.  Books were a key part of Ruscha’s working methodology and between 1963 and 1978 

he had produced, self-publishing many of them, sixteen artist’s books (Phaidon 2017).  In Ruscha's 

case the book itself was the work of art not the individual images it contained.  Although Ruscha 

was actually rupturing the very notion of the validity of the formal book, he was in effect similarly 

placing a credibility and worth on the notion of a bound printed physical collection that revealed the 

curatorial habits of the artist, this of course being something that continues to remain valid in the 

appeal of the book as it continues to be of interest to photographers at the present moment.  This 

method allowed artists, inexpensively, an opportunity to shape and present their visual ideas and set 

an order and pace for their viewing in line with their creative intention for the work as well as offer-

ing control over every step of the process.  Simply but intricately designed, Ruscha’s books stood in 

contrast to the reduced quality images which reflected  a de-skilled, snap-shot feel, highlighting that 

his aesthetic decision making had seemingly been prioritised in this element of layout yet had been 

somewhat rejected in the actual creating of the images.  Within the books he is attentive to the op-

portunities presented by the book as medium and chooses various approaches to layout, depending 
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on what suits each project best.  One of the most iconic of Ruscha’s books, Every Building on Sun-

set Strip provides a good example to consider this.   

For Every Building on Sunset Strip, Ruscha’s fourth self-published photo book, Ruscha constructed 

a small (5 x 7 inch) book that was an accordion-fold design that pulled out to be 25ft long, which 

contained the images made from his 35mm car mounted camera.  These were of both sides of the 

mile and a half long strip of Los Angeles well known road, Sunset Boulevard.   

 

                               Fig. 23 Ed Ruscha, Every Building on Sunset Strip, 1966 

The images are delivered as two continuous, collaged, stitched panoramas that are stuck together, 

one running across the bottom of the page and the other across the top, showing this iconic stretch 

from both directions.  The accordion format seemingly invites the viewer to travel down the road 

forcing a linear reading as there are no pages to turn as such, reflecting perhaps Ruscha’s own jour-

ney down the road.  Simultaneously, and for me this is what continues to make the work of interest, 

the viewer is steered to make this same journey at a pace that speaks to the present in the form of 

mapping associated with the Google Streetcar and Google Streetview imagery projects.   Ruscha 

presenting this work as a ‘virtual cruise down the Strip’. 

With Ruscha’s books there is no real text to speak of.  In contrast to the abundant use of text in The 

Pencil of Nature, which positioned the photograph in relationship to knowledge and the library, 

each of Ruscha’s books contain minimal text and many blank pages.   Ruscha’s interest in text is 

perhaps most obvious in his use of simple industrial-looking text which is in capitals on the cover, 

positioned against an otherwise white sleeve.  Where Talbot’s book reveres knowledge, culture and 
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art, Ruscha’s books attempt to dismantle many of these aspirations.  Speaking with Coplans about 

his books Ruscha said:  

mine are simply reproductions of photos. Thus, it is not a book to house a collection of art pho-

tographs – they are technical data like industrial photography. To me, they are nothing more than 

snapshots. 

          (Ruscha, 1972) 

As well as these past precursors,  Ruscha’s books additionally disrupt the library’s own systems of 

classification, as Crimp explains.  When working in the New York Picture Library researching for a 

film, Crimp came across a copy of Twenty-six Gasoline Stations which was not in the art or photog-

raphy section but in a more general section on transportation.  Crimp says of this: 

I now know that Ed Ruscha's books make no sense in relation to the categories of art according 

to which art books are catalogued in the library, and that that is part of their achievement. The 

fact that there is nowhere within the present system of classification a place for Twenty-six Gaso-

line Stations is an index of its radicalism with respect to established modes of thought.  

          (Crimp, 1993:78) 

In contrast to the revelatory nature of the work of Talbot, which portrays something of the life of a 

Victorian gentleman and the habits and manners of the day, what is revealed within these works are 

the serial methods of early conceptualism, with seemingly little trace of the artist himself.   These 

works reject the emotional and material concerns previously associated with photography in favour 

of a perfunctory ‘bureaucratic’ type of image collecting that favours the use of photography to illus-

trate an academic idea.  This is in line with Sol Le Witt’s consideration of the serial artist and some-

thing that I believe continues to be of relevance in considering the work of Taryn Simon, who I 

move on to shortly.  Le Witt wrote:  

The aim of the artist would not be to instruct the viewer but to give him [sic] information… One 

would follow one’s predetermined premise to its conclusion, avoiding subjectivity. Chance, taste, 

or unconsciously remembered forms would play no part in the outcome. The serial artist does not 
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attempt to produce a beautiful or mysterious object but functions merely as a clerk cataloguing 

the results of the premise.  

         (Le Witt 2000: 226) 

The bureaucratic nature of such work formed the basis of Benjamin Buchloh’s seminal essay,  

“Conceptual Art 1962-1969: From the Aesthetic of Administration to the Critique of Institutions”, 

which was published in October 55 (1990).  It is this methodology and its concerns with catalogu-

ing that is exactly what is revealed in Ruscha’s, and later Simon’s taxonomies.  Ruscha’s work has 

been useful to position with regard to the dismantling of the documentary approach and the creation 

of meaning where often there is none.  It stands, as I have suggested, as a precursor to much of the 

work of others that has followed and remains relevant to my research for this reason.    

I now turn to the work of Taryn Simon.  Simon’s work is of particular interest to my own research 

because although it shares commonalities with these points of reference it stands apart from them in 

reflecting her engagement and attentiveness to photography’s materiality and her alignment to a 

fine-arts based approach.  By which I mean her engagement with quality as evidenced through her 

use of a large format, her reference to the sublime in the vast scale of her finished artworks and her 

relationship to the commercial market.  This is in contrast to Ruscha who made clear in an inter-

view with Coplans that for him: ‘photography was simply a tool, a means of accumulating data,’ 

asserting controversially, in 1965, that ‘photography is dead as a fine art; it’s only place is in the 

commercial world, for technical or information purposes’ (Coplans, 1965), and it is with this in 

mind that I now turn to Simon. 

2.3 Taryn Simon 

Ruscha’s work has been useful to position with regard to the dismantling of the documentary ap-

proach and the creation of meaning where often there is none.  It stands, as I have suggested, as a 

precursor to much of the work of others that has followed and remains relevant to my research for 

this reason.   Taryn Simon is an artist whose work I turn to at this point whom I identify as visibly 

reflecting traces of Ruscha’s influence, particularly in her serial and inventorial approach  and in the 

furthering of Buchloh’s proposition of ‘an aesthetics of administration’.   Simon’s work is of partic-

ular interest to my own research as although it shares commonalities with these points of reference 
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it stands also apart from them in reflecting her engagement and attentiveness to photography’s ma-

teriality and her alignment to a fine-arts based approach.  

Simon in contrast has built an ouevre that both reveals and questions photography’s role when used 

for delivering information but has utilised a quality and beauty that was rejected by Ruscha. I posi-

tion her work here as being simultaneously capable of being considered ‘fine-art’ and of being used 

for ‘information purposes’ seemingly contradicting Ruscha.  In each of her series Simon builds on 

the notion of the prescriptive, concept-led approach, but in several of them she leans to a typologi-

cal seriality, as did Ruscha.  Her work reflects an ongoing commitment to a quality more relatable 

to the images of Höfer whose formal and canonical approach goes someway to alluding to the sub-

lime.  Simon’s choice of use of a large format camera and tripod similarly furthers Höfer’s precise 

technical approach and the idea of a meticulously considered means of construction.  The duality of 

this is visible in Simon’s work, by this I mean the containment of both aesthetic approaches, that of 

the cataloguing and of the bureaucratic document are in close proximity to the formal ‘fine-art’ 

which, to me, is one of the things that makes her work so compelling.  In making images that are 

both seductive in their presentation and in their claims to knowledge through the subjective and the 

material, Simon’s work stands apart from the objective nature of the catalogue and the record.  

Where thematically her work is about cataloging it is her commitment to the aestheticising of epic 

themes that has contributed to her success.  For my own research this is interesting.  As I will ex-

pand upon in Chapter 3 I use my own practice to explore the notion of the digitising of knowledge, 

which although very different from Simon’s work, does share points of connection in being similar-

ly concerned with a universal theme, knowledge, and the turning to the aesthetic in an attempt to 

visualise unattainable information, in this case from sound and from the internet. 

While still being connected to the ‘aesthetics of administration’ through her subject and content 

choices,  each of Simon’s images is impeccably crafted and perfectly lit, revealing her commitment 

to the highest production values.  As Simon Baker wrote in his astutely named essay “A Refusal to 

Float Free of Origin or Destination”: 

Simon has staked out a practice that attends both to the aesthetic nature of the photographs as 

part of the history of the medium, and to its rhetorical, political and social functions outside this  

limiting and often introspective history.  

          (Baker, 2011) 
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Where Simon has embraced the post 1970s position of photography to scrutinise institutional be-

haviours and values, she seems to have avoided the more self-conscious concerns and anxieties 

linked to the supposed ‘crises’ of the medium that I touched on in the introduction.  Where Ritchin 

(2008), Krauss (1999) and Mitchell (1992) discussed the potential collapse of the medium, instead 

of being sidelined by these changes Simon has seemingly embraced and harnessed them in both the 

construction and the content of her work.   The extensive way in which she works and the global 

scale of the topics she selects would seem to have dwarfed many such concerns these critics may 

have had.  From the depth of her research to the design and presentation of the final works, through 

taking ownership of every step of the production process, she has succeeded in creating artworks 

that are desirable as objects in their own right, demonstrating an ability to engage and hold the in-

herent contradictions of working in a visual medium, yet using it to relay information.  

This is something she recognises as being beyond the ability of the medium of photography itself 

and it is through her supporting documentation and texts that she makes this possible.  Her interest 

in archival behaviours and research is visible through the inclusion of large amounts of information 

delivered in the accompanying quotations and text panels.  These ultimately reveal that the images 

themselves, as Talbot originally drew attention to, are virtually ‘mute’.  Describing Talbot’s use of 

text Carol Armstrong wrote that he: 

  

leads us to the vanishing point of the photograph and out of the bounds of its visibility altogeth-

er, completing the circuit from surface description to perspectival reading and from the photo-

graph’s contents to its enflaming edges.  Thus he ties the photograph to the world by mapping 

out its coordinates and connecting the landmarks within it to those without it.  If at the borders of 

the photograph we find history and geography, it is there we find text as well, enframing the im-

age and securing it again to the world from which it was taken, strengthening its indexical links 

to time and space, and reinforcing its evidentiary ties to what lies outside of its visual scope  

          (Armstrong, 1999: 133). 

The relationship of the internal to the external is a theme that reverberates throughout much of Si-

mon’s work.  She has said of her own use of text that, ‘the image is meant to float away into ab-

straction and multiple truths and fantasy, then the text functions as this cruel anchor that nails it to 

the ground’ (Simon, 2009).  As with Ruscha, she claims a purported neutrality to her work, but there 
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is, I feel, a more overtly documentary impulse that underlies her practice.  In contrast to the com-

paratively simple ways of making work employed by each of the other contemporary photographers 

I have mentioned so far, Simon’s productions require an enormous team that is made up of re-

searchers and assistants.  In the researching of An Occupation of Loss, there were additionally an-

thropologists, linguists and musicologists involved.  Her productions because of this and the exten-

sive travelling involved, require colossal budgets. 

In this section I position Simon as something of an exemplar, as an artist who has adopted a concep-

tual way of making work and who has created a successful discursive practice, but one who through 

her use of a sensitive and intelligent approach, returns us explicitly to encyclopaedic knowledge.  

This is of interest in relation to my own practice.  This she does to interrogate and question the as-

sumptions of  knowledge rather than to endorse such models as she is seeking to both critique and 

dismantle any claims to absolutes of knowledge, while simultaneously subverting the notion of pho-

tography as evidence or truth.  To me what makes her work compelling is that while leaning on 

such systems of classification and order for the works’ construction, at its core, her work seeks to 

disrupt and dismantle these very same structures.  This is something that lies at the core of Ruscha’s 

methodology also.  Simon, though using different strategies, is similarly playing with ideas of au-

thorship and curation to reposition the authoritative claims of such lists. While she can be said to 

employ something of a realist documentary approach, she questions and exposes the medium’s in-

herent limitations in each of her series.  Her bodies of work, as with bureaucratic folders that con-

tain evidence, are made up of combinations that include not just images but extensive texts and 

supporting documentation which further supports her position that photography alone is never 

enough to communicate her message.  In her most recent work she turns to performance art and the 

space of the theatre, which I will discuss in due course. 

Standing apart from Ruscha’s interest in the vernacular, the local, the highway, the swimming pools 

and the parking lots of Los Angeles, which stand in comparison as almost non or anti subjects, each 

of Simon’s bodies of work deals instead with a series of vast interconnected dense ideas that are of-

ten at a global magnitude that are as difficult to comprehend as they are complex.  To make sense of 

these themes she relays information in very specific forms to make her ideas coherent.  For this she 

employs objects and structures associated with institutional and academic presentations creating a 

sense of authority, albeit a pseudo form of authority, through the use of, for example, extensive 

texts, bureaucratic records, the academic thesis, the catalogue and the presentational format of the 
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grid.  Similarly, she leans to the museum and gallery space to further endorse the work’s power and 

legitimacy as well as to the high end published monograph, each of which stands in contrast to the 

‘de-skilling’ and rejection of such places and claims to knowledge and revelation as observed in the 

work of Ruscha.   

At its core Simon’s practice is research-orientated which supports her choice to refer to such institu-

tional constructions and draws heavily on archival behaviours such as storing, cataloguing and key-

wording.  Through employing this methodology she has produced an extraordinary amount of in-

vestigations that include such projects as:  The Innocents (2002), An American Index of the Hidden 

and Unfamiliar (2007); Contraband (2010); the web-based Image Atlas (2012) which led to The 

Picture Collection (2013); A Living Man Declared Dead and Other Chapters I-XVIII (2011); Pa-

perwork and the Will of Capital (2015) and most recently, An Occupation of Loss (2017).  In all but 

An Occupation of Loss, which I shall discuss in more detail in due course, Simon’s explorations of 

canonical conceptually illustrated ideas use photography as central to her probing of the structures 

behind systems of power and control.  These range from areas such as imprisonment to border con-

trol and from ancestry, to botany, loss and diplomacy.  

In An American Index of the Hidden and Unfamiliar (2007) Simon plays with the notion of the pre-

sentation of knowledge and the construction of ‘truths’, delivering the final work in a way that is 

reminiscent of the bound academic thesis.  Aligning itself clearly with a museological environment, 

referencing through traditional taxonomy and categorisation and the presentation of artefacts in line 

with the earlier moments of empirical evidence. Within much of her work she employs the very 

strategies of classification, her use of text within the work a reminder of the power of language in 

the transmission of knowledge and the typological approach for example, to question knowledge, 

power and systems of authority, calling into question our confidence and faith in the ordering and 

presentation of knowledge.  Describing her work she has said:  

In all of the work you can see attention to the systems by which authority is established and con-

veyed and the ways in which we order ourselves and regulate and discipline ourselves and fall 

into line 

          (Nanoru, 2017).   
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Simon says of her use of order that it is her, ‘trying to find some way to understand the systems by 

which we order ourselves … trying to find a logic in the overwhelming madness that surrounds 

us’  (Rose, 2016).  Curator Michal Nanoru has less generously said of her photographic inventories 

that as well as presenting a ‘face of objective and unquestionable authority’ they ‘ostentatiously ex-

pose the amount of effort and resources that went into them and present one elaborate classification 

after another’, further presenting ‘the language of one particular woman, her vantage 

point,’ (Nanoru, 2017).  Much of the clarity and power of her work lies in the assembling of images 

that construct her own narrative, observing the larger systems of which they themselves are a part.  

As with Ruscha her work continues to play with the absurdity of order and the construction of such 

systems.  Speaking of Simon’s work David Baumann has said her:  

Taxonomies are not objective, are not given, but invented - in this case, by Simon, and 

here she perfects them to the level where, as a spectator one has to take a step back to ask 

whether a fine line has been crossed between creating one’s own structure to manage the 

confusion of life and its reversal into a private mythology or obsession 

          (Daniel Baumann, 2015: 370) 

This is in line with Buchloch who observed in Ruscha’s work that ‘an arbitrary, abstract principle of 

pure quantification replaces traditional principles of pictorial or sculptural organisation and/or com-

positional relational order’ (Buchloch, 1990: 121-2).  In an essay written to coincide with Simon’s 

2016 show at Galerie Rudolfinum, Prague, on surveying the extent of the six bodies of work for in-

clusion, Nanoru wrote: 

What is really uncovered in her projects, and especially the ones focusing on the tax-

onomies, indexes and classifications that are gathered for this exhibition, is the functioning 

of systems of knowledge, the various ways in which knowledge is produced and made real  

        (Nanoru, 2017).  

What he does not say is that in many cases it is the very limitations and failures of these systems 

and the flaws in the notions of the production of knowledge that she is critiquing throughout.  In 

The American Index of The Hidden and Unfamiliar for example, it is ‘forbidden’ or ‘hidden’ knowl-

edge that becomes the subject of her enquiry as she questions the limits of access to information and 

indeed the limits of photography itself.   Created by Simon as a response to the terrorist attacks of 
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9/11 at a very specific time, this work looks inwards to America at a time when the government was 

looking outwards in search of ‘weapons of mass destruction’.   Speaking of this work she said: 

It’s my response to a moment when America is looking to understand things, and to dig 

deeper outside of its borders. I wanted to do the same thing, but within American borders. 

That’s why it’s also called ‘Unfamiliar’  

       (Aaron Schuman, 2007).    

The American Index of The Hidden and Unfamiliar is an example of the encyclopaedic constructs 

that I mentioned earlier.  What Simon seems to be asking is what kind of knowledge will the photo-

graph produce, what systems does it rely on for its legibility as well as seeking to reveal the fissures 

in institutional behaviours.  Within it Simon plays on the use of boundaries, exploring the lines be-

tween public, expert, privileged and the authoritative in her efforts to get close to revealing what 

lies at the heart of America.  Aware that she is no privileged confidante, that she herself remains an 

‘outsider’ looking in, she has said, ‘there are no insiders. And the outsider can never reach a core. 

He or she can only find ‘another perch from which to observe’  (Miessen, 2011: 3).   As with other 

photographers such as Hunter and Parr, her presence in such spaces in some ways makes her a part 

of the mechanics of the very institutions she is critiquing.  She has said that she is aware that even 

with the privilege of access, she is photographing ‘still from another distance’ (Simon, 2009).  In 

this same talk she gives the example of a bomb being detonated specifically for her to photograph 

as an illustration of her becoming part of this very machinery, further questioning the evidential and 

revelatory nature of photography. 

Speaking of Borges’s encyclopaedic system introduced earlier Foucault said;  

It is not simply the oddity of unusual juxtapositions that we are faced with here.  We are all 

familiar with the disconcerting effect of the proximity of extremes, or, quite simply, with the 

sudden vicinity of things that have no relation to each other; the mere act of enumeration that 

heaps them all together has a power of enchantment all its own  

         (Foucault, 1970, p xvii) 

This same arbitrary connectivity of apparently disparate subjects contributes to both the uneasy ten-

sions and the successes of The American Index of The Hidden and Unfamiliar.  Illustrating Fou-
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cault’s point that things ordinarily not in the vicinity of each other can work when they are curated 

together, in Simon's Index we find a Braille edition of Playboy, published and distributed by The 

National Library Service for the Blind and Physically Handicapped, a picture made in a Church of 

Scientology screening room taken at the private Celebrity Centre International in Hollywood and 

another depicting a Palestinian woman undergoing hymenoplasty cosmetic surgery in Fort Laud-

erdale.  Each is vying for attention, alongside images that reference areas as diverse as the military, 

justice and Hollywood such as the exploding warhead at Test Area C-80C, Eglin Air Force Base in 

Florida, the Jury Simulator deliberation room with a two-way mirror at DOAR Litigation Consult-

ing, in New York, and the Death Star at the Lucas Film Archives. 

Made over a five year period, this work includes 57 images meticulously made with a 5x4 film 

camera presented, as with Ruscha and Höfer, in a full frontal ‘deadpan’ way.  Presented within the 

works are a self-selected inventory of spaces and structures-within-structures which set out to cata-

logue a multitude of institutions that make up the notion of America.  Simon is apparently mining 

them in an attempt to excavate the roots of power and influence, peeling back layer after layer with 

the hope of revealing something at the core.  Many of the images within the Index would appear to 

work in a liminal space, in a suspended moment apparently mirroring photography’s ability to 

seemingly remove something from time and hold it in a moment of suspension.  Examples of this 

are visible in her image titled Cryopreservation Unit, Cryonics Institute, Clinton Township, Mi-

chigan, 2004 where we learn in the text that held in the machine are the bodies of the wife and 

mother of cryonics pioneer Robert Ettinger, with the hope that one day technology will advance and 

they can be brought back to life.   Another example is Simon’s image; Nuclear Waste Encapsulation 

and Storage Facility, Cherenkov Radiation Hanford Site, U.S. Department of Energy Southeastern 

Washington State, 2007 where nuclear waste capsules containing cesium and strontium sit suspend-

ed.  There is a sense of this ‘in-between’ liminality throughout this and other projects, in this case 

perhaps reflecting the uncertain moment in Americas history when it was made, poised as it was, on 

the brink of war.  Simon’s camera is physically positioned on something of an invisible threshold 

between the outside and the inside worlds, interrogating where the limits of public access lie.  This 

duality of the internal and external is something that again lies at the core of the next work of hers 

that I discuss, A Living Man Declared Dead and Other Chapters I-XVIII (2011).  Beyond continu-

ing to feed the human fascination for power and secrecy, Simon’s work builds a picture simultane-

ously of interconnectivity and disconnection.  In contrast to Ruscha’s interest in the vernacular, her 

work seeks to picture the larger geopolitics at play beneath the surfaces presented as everyday life.  
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Layer upon layer of the concurrently mundane and extraordinary subjects, referencing taboos and 

transgressions, jostle for attention alongside images from more mainstream spaces, each seemingly 

providing no more than another clue to her self-imposed riddle.   

Simon’s photographs result in a work whose ambitions are not always clear. Speaking of The Index 

at TedX in Oxford (2009) she said she hoped for a: 

disorientating entropy where you can’t find any discernible formula and where these things 

awkwardly jump from science to religion to security and you can’t completely understand how 

information is being distributed.  

         (Simon, 2009)   

Belief and knowledge, form recurring themes, belief being reflected in the image of two people that 

we understand to be of Jewish descent, who oppose the state of Israel, and in the picture of a pastor 

with his serpent.  These contrast with the scientific quest for knowledge in the image of  bodies de-

composing in a wood at the forensic anthropology research facility in Tennessee, reflecting an area 

of scientific research and the frontiers and boundaries of human discovery.  In an image of Dynamo 

111, Studying Magnetic Fields and Impending pole reversal at the University of Maryland and of 

Dr Jonathan Day with his arm in a mosquito filled box in Florida pictured in a meticulously staged 

and lit image, these form further reminders of the confluence of power, knowledge and technology.  

Multiple ‘truths’ are presented but instead of reinforcing the idea of hierarchies of power Simon ex-

poses the gaps and voids which become filled with an eclectic mix of doctrines, all pulling in dif-

ferent directions. This speaks back to Foucault’s positioning of such gaps. She has said: ‘There is no 

version of a positive ‘not knowing’.  Lack of knowing itself is a gap easily and readily filled with 

obfuscation to maintain and expand an unknowing state by the powerful’  (interview with Miessen, 

2011: 3). 

Simon has in the past cited August Sander as an inspiration (Whittaker, 2014), but I can find no fur-

ther reference by her that connects her to other artists or photographers.  On influences and influ-

encers, where I see the bureaucratic aesthetics employed by Larry Sultan and Mike Mandel in Evi-

dence (1977)  and the institutional critique pioneered by Hans Haack (1936-)  I similarly see influ-

ences in her use of grids that reflect the approaches of both the Bechers and Ruscha.  She has ex-

plained of her influences: ‘I take my work from science and news and the world that I experience 
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and my interests in time and the future’  (Nanoru, 2017) and has suggested that her work comes out 

of her own subjectivities and doubt.  She has suggested that it was primarily her father and grandfa-

ther who shaped her thinking (Swartz 2012).  Her father worked for the US State Department and 

was stationed in the USSR during the Cold War,  Bangkok during the Vietnam War and travelled on 

government business to places such as Iran, Israel and Afghanistan.  During this time he ‘took a ton 

of pictures’ (Swartz 2012) and held informal slideshows of them on his return.  Simon has said she 

learnt about the world through these Kodachrome slideshows.  Her grandfather made ground glass 

lenses for his own telescopes, similarly amassing a trove of data, of particular interest in under-

standing her desire to see more and in line with photography’s early moments through the experi-

ments of Talbot.  She became interested in his findings being about things ordinarily beyond what 

was visible to the human eye, that which was out of sight, particularly in the sky and in minerals 

and in plants.  All of this Simon credits for having an effect on how she visually organises her mate-

rial, which she has said she orders to enable her to inhabit and understand her chosen fields.   

In the majority of her images there are few clues that would inform the viewer of exactly what they 

are looking at and, unlike in the spaces in Ross or Höfer’s work, there are few indicators as to the 

previous regimes or epochs.  This highlights that the particular efficacy of this work, the specific 

nature of the photograph as an index, can only work alongside the text that she supplies.  One image 

that stands apart from the majority of her works in this respect and does contain traces to different 

eras is a picture of the Nixon gift vault which includes two formal painted portraits of Nixon presid-

ing over the archives.  The portraits of Nixon hang next to a wall clock in a room where articles 

from the past are stored for safekeeping and accessing in the present.  Even with these further layers 

though it is in the text that the meaning of the work is positioned and Simon’s rationale for includ-

ing the space is revealed.  I include both the image and text here to illustrate this point: 
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 Fig. 24 Taryn Simon, Nixon Gift Vault, US National Archives and Records  
Administration College Park, Maryland (2007) 

President Richard M. Nixon is the only US President whose presidential materials and records 

are governed by the 1974 Presidential Recordings and Material Preservation Act (PRMPA). This 

Act of Congress stipulated, among other things, that presidential materials related to abuse of 

governmental power be processed and retained by the National Archives in the Washington DC 

area…  

          (Simon, 2003: 109) 

I move on at this point to considering another series of Simon’s,  A Living Man Declared Dead and 

Other Chapters I – XVIII (2011), of which she has said she was interested in ideas surrounding fate,  

to understand ‘whether fate is determined by blood, chance or circumstance’ (Simon, 2011).  

Batchen describing this work wrote that it is ‘an extended mediation on the political economy of 

fate’  (Batchen 2011: 232).  In this series Simon seeks to bring together further apparently disparate 

subjects that reflect ‘those things we cannot do anything about (our genetic inheritance) with those 

we can (its consequences)’ (Batchen 2011: 232).  As with The American Index, Simon similarly un-

dertakes the task of presenting viewers with epic themes but this time on a global level, revealing 
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for example areas such as injustice, disease, violence, exploitation, dictatorship and deeply held 

fundamental beliefs.  These are universal subjects that without the text would be impossible to de-

cipher from the images alone.  Batchen further wrote of this work that: 

This otherwise overwhelming cavalcade of history is given an illusory order and coherence by 

the imposed discipline of Simon’s photography and her mode of presentation.  The photography 

too is a repetition of a sort  

          (Batchen, 2011: 240) 

He is referring back, of course, to the similarly typological approach taken by artists such as Ruscha 

and Höfer.   

Produced over a four-year period (2008–2011) A Living Man Declared Dead and Other Chapters I 

– XVIII records the bloodlines and related stories behind them of 18 individuals and their ascen-

dents and descendants.  These Simon presents as a catalogue with 18 chapters, each of which corre-

sponds to a single bloodline reflecting again the notion of an inventory. For example, in Chapter I 

she presents a man and three of his living family members in India who, on paper, do not exist.  It is 

to this story that the title for the project relates and we learn that they are recorded as legally dead in 

the local registry in order to deny them any hereditary transfer of land.  This man’s relatives had 

apparently bribed officials to register him as dead in order to inherit his father’s land.  In Chapter II 

her subjects are the descendants of a man who was sent by the World Zionist Organisation in 1907 

to investigate the potential for Jewish settlements to be established in Palestine.  Each chapter re-

veals both the internal and external forces at play in people’s lives.  Issues of identity, memory and 

heredity become visible in the stories she chooses to include, those such as the abduction of South 

Koreans by North Korea, victims of genocide in Bosnia, the first woman to hijack an aeroplane, the 

body double of Saddam Hussein’s son Uday, to albino people in danger of physical attack in Tanza-

nia for their apparent magical powers along with the inclusion of a modern Australian pest in the 

form of a nineteenth-century European rabbit.   

Where A Living Man Declared Dead and Other Chapters I – XVIII departs from other bodies of her 

work is in its use of an absolute in the form of the bloodline, which anchors her seemingly discre-

tionary subject choices back to something indisputable.  The use of the bloodline lends a form of 
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scientific credibility to her work, which has not previously been seen in her inventories.  She has 

said of this; 

I have always catalogued things. I give them the appearance of being an index, but it's actually a 

more abstract mess that's given the appearance of order. And I started thinking, what is an order, 

an absolute order that I cannot curate or edit and that lead me to blood. 

         (Comstock,2012) 

Batchen has written of this saying:  

As a total ensemble, A Living Man Declared Dead locates the photograph’s capacity to record 

exactly what is seen within the classification processes of the archive, a system of knowing that 

feigns neutrality while quietly imposing a framing decided in advance.  

          (Batchen, 2011: 240) 

This collection of Simon’s therefore stands as simultaneously cohesive and arbitrary.  Where her 

adherence to the blood lines provides a spine to the work, the other relationships suggest more 

about the elements of chance and fate that have rocked the lives of the people involved and this 

seemingly refuting her claim of an absolute order with no room for curation.  Simon herself ac-

knowledges this duality though talking of ‘the order of blood butting up against the disordered sto-

ries of violence and deceipt that make up the stories’ (Simon 2011).  The continuity and seriality 

that runs through each chapter reveals, I feel, ultimately a concentration of disparate stories.   Each 

of the chapters is presented as triptychs which seems to accommodate this spectrum of approaches 

and are designed to be read from left to right.  
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Fig. 25  Taryn Simon, A Living Man Declared Dead and Other Chapters I–XVIII 

The first panels contain portraits that have been made of the individuals who belong to the given 

bloodlines. The portraits themselves are plain, ‘dead-pan’ being made simply as formal recordings. 

These are presented as systematically ordered typological studies displayed in grid formats, which 

appear to align them more with the unemotional records of science or social anthropology than art, 

displaying an aesthetic of the bureaucratic record rather than the commissioned portrait.  Batchen 

writing of these said that:  

the subjects of these portraits, if that is what they are, reside in some kind of non-place, having 

been captured with the serial dispassion of an academic experiment. 

               (Batchen, 2011: 232) 

   

Each is being photographed the same distance from the camera, against the same backdrop under 

the same lighting conditions.  Each adopts the same seated pose with hands in their laps.  Later 

Batchen wrote that their ‘deadpan matter-of-factness’  steadfastly refuses to ‘offer the usual artistic 

pleasures of affect, exoticism or even horror’ (Batchen, 2011: 234).  However, it is in the factual 
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text that anything is revealed and any connections can be made.  Writing about Simon’s use of this 

serial approach Iona Whittaker said:  

Simon’s endeavour can be loosely connected with the so-called “archival turn” of the end of the 

20th century, wherein the archive broke free from closed historical record to touch the desires 

and attention of society at large. Later, in 1929, August Sander (whom Simon cites as an inspira-

tion) produced his “Face of Our Time.” This backdrop lends Simon’s project an air of authentici-

ty and longevity. 

                      (Whittaker, 2014) 

Batchen previously connected Simon with Sander suggesting that Simon’s recordings of each indi-

vidual and her choice of approach and presentation lead to a reading of them as ‘collective evi-

dence’ rather than encouraging the viewer to look ‘for signs of personal character’.  This he sup-

ports with a quote from Sander who said that “Photography is like a mosaic that becomes a synthe-

sis only when it is presented en masse” (Batchen, 2011:236).  This refers to the Family of Man 

project curated by Edward Steichen (1879-1973), which considered the points of solidarity and 

connectivity that bind people throughout the world that would reflect ‘the gamut of life from birth 

to death’ (Steichen, MoMA).  This stands in contrast to Simon’s curation which has intentionally 

sought breaks in the familial bond and found lines to trace that speak of violence, deception and un-

rest rather than the humanistic inclinations of this earlier project.  Batchen has said of this work of 

Simon’s that she:  

takes the logic of his project to hyperbolic extreme, making her images more numerous and 

seemingly mechanical than his and inscribing the conceptual architecture of ethnography … di-

rectly onto the wall, where we can see it for what it is.  

        (Batchen, 2011: 236)  

For reasons such as army service, imprisonment, social or religious concerns or, in some cases, 

simply that the descendants whereabouts were unknown, several members of the bloodlines could 

not be photographed.   Because of Simon’s self imposition of a rule to include everyone, where this 

is the case there is a portrait of the backdrop with the sitter missing with just the text to fill the void.  

Where the sitter is absent I personally do not feel cheated or that anything is lost.  In some ways this 
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approach would seem to work against photography, standing as a reminder that these are all just 

constructs of Simon’s and are part of an elaborate performance that she is enacting.  The data, the 

evidence, the facts are actually in the text and not revealed in the mechanical image itself in this 

case.  

These panels of grids are followed by a second set of panels which contains text in which Simon 

presents a narrative about the bloodline's significance and assembles further details, which, she has 

said, is designed in the form of a scroll (Simon, 2011).  It is in these panels that Simon’s narration 

becomes visible and the stories unfold. For example, we learn that polygamy is viewed in Kenya as 

being both a prevention against Aids and as an alternative to infidelity and that children from or-

phanages in the Ukraine are targeted for human trafficking and prostitution.  Some of these stories 

include highly controversial figures such as Hans Frank, who governed Poland for Hitler, and many 

are from places renowned for war, bloodshed and violence, such as Palestine and the Western 

Balkans.  Each story reveals cycles of oppression and corruption while simultaneously portraying 

an innate strength and a will to survive among each group.  These stories provide something of a 

counter narrative that would seem to unravel the orderliness apparent in the first works.  Where the 

internal structure of the bloodline is orderly and presented with the precision and rigidity of an ar-

chitectural structure, the destinies, the fate, of the individuals featured, subjected to the external fac-

tors of life appear, in contrast, to be in free-fall, with no design or framework.  

In the third set of panels, the right hand panels, support this unravelling further and serve as Si-

mon’s ‘footnotes’ and provide more supporting, primarily, photographic evidence.  These appear as 

a more intuitive space, where fragments and pieces that contribute to the puzzle but are not easily 

catagorized are presented.  Whittaker describes these final panels as ‘a repository of displaced mate-

rials that frustrates any attempt at creating a comprehensive archive’ (Whittaker, 2014).   Each in-

cludes a numbered key with biographical information about each subject who sat for her. For exam-

ple, there is footage from the Slobodan Miloševic trial along with graffiti from the site of a mas-

sacre and the photographs of Yahia impersonating Uday Hussein.  The disorderliness to these final 

panels is a reminder of the way information is stored and increasingly reflects methods of digital 

accumulation where things push up against each other but eschew traditional methods of holding 

and accessing.  Simon herself has said of this section that:  
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it’s meant to kind of reflect how we engage with histories and stories on the internet in a less lin-

ear form so it’s more disordered and this disorder is in direct contrast to the unalterable order of a 

bloodline. 

          (Simon, 2011) 

The issue of digital storage and the accessing of knowledge is something that I take up in my own 

practice in the following chapter, so I will return to this idea in due course.    

This final series of panels would appear to raise more questions than they answer and opens up the 

possibility of multiple further bloodlines and stories that could be pursued.  This, in some ways, 

mirrors the infinite data accessible online, further suggesting a foreboding sense of the futility of 

such a task as Simon's in that there are limitless possibilities for configurations and the end can 

never be reached.   This mirrors The American Index in the unending possibilities for potential sites 

that could be included into her self-selecting encyclopaedia.  Simon herself appears overwhelmed 

by the vastness of the archive she has amassed in A Living Man Declared Dead and Other Chapters 

I – XVIII with its staggering accumulation of text and images.  She has spoken of the relentless cy-

cles of birth and death and of the inevitable creation and accumulation of data associated with all of 

our lives in-between these moments and questioned whether we are actually contributing to evolu-

tion or simply ‘whether we are actually on repeat’ (Simon, 2011).   

Making sense of the unfathomable, a key notion of the sublime, lies at the core of much of her work 

and the selection of topics that she addresses.  Similarly the tensions created by her presenting of 

polarities such as presence and absence, order and chaos, life and death, beauty and terror could be 

associated with the sublime.  The infinite, the never ending, the vastness that is far greater than us 

as individuals, provides a framework for her own curation of stories in an attempt to assert control 

and make sense of this. In this she is being supported by her selection of epic scales of delivery for 

the presentation of her works that further reference these ideas and enable her practice to transcend 

the limitations of ‘photography’.  

Although supposedly the work is about the incontestable nature of the bloodline that Simon rigidly 

adheres to I see two points of rupture.  The first is in Chapter VI in which she includes a bloodline 

of rabbits where in all the other works there are humans.  The portraits are presented in the same 

dead-pan typological way as the human sitters on each of the other first panels.  In this chapter we 
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learn that twenty-four European rabbits were taken to Australia in 1858, where being prolific breed-

ers and there being an absence of predators, their population grew from twenty-four rabbits to half a 

billion in one hundred years.  Within her documentation it is revealed that the Australian govern-

ment used genetic diseases and later euthanasia to control them.  The second chapter which appears 

to stand apart is her chapter on China, Chapter XV, which has a collaborative or performative ele-

ment to it.  Simon was offered a family by the state to photograph but she remains unclear as to the 

grounds on which they were selected.  This curation by the bureaucratic mechanisms of a state is 

something that she returns to in An Occupation of Loss which I will discuss shortly.   More reveal-

ing about the State’s censorship is her presentation of the work that was censored by China during 

the process of organising her exhibition in Beijing in 2014.  Julius Purcell, (2103) said about this:    

In just one detail in a case brimming with irony, parts of precisely this chapter were later denied 

entry into China: the censors censoring the censors. Simon’s unusually passive role in its con-

struction, she says, “makes me see the China chapter almost as a piece of performance art”. 

          (Purcell, 2103) 

When the work was shown in Beijing it included just twelve chapters and among them were the 

black-painted oblongs and squares that hid what was beneath them. These represented works that 

were either refused entry altogether to China or were deemed too sensitive to show.  Simon’s South 

Korea chapter was exhibited with all three panels blacked out.   As Purcell (2013) says ‘with these 

black spaces, both curator and artist seem to have hit on an intriguing tactic: compliance vying with 

defiance’ which seems to extend the life of the project enabling it to  ‘evolve in contact with new 

conditions’ Purcell (2013).    

The making visible of the invisible, with its points of reference to the early moments of photogra-

phy, is something Simon seeks to address with each of her series.  Batchen has said of this in regard 

to this particular series: ‘Simon nevertheless succeeds in making visible what is otherwise not able 

to be seen: the lived traces of history, power and desire’ (Batchen, 240).   But, as has been dis-

cussed, and is highlighted again by Simon, this exposure is not through her photography alone but 

through the narration found in the text and the presentation of amassed archival items.  Before mov-

ing on to discuss my practice-led research, it is worth spending a little time considering one last 

body of work, An Occupation of Loss (2017).  My work is concerned with a sense of loss that is as-

sociated with the shift from a physical object, the book particularly, to an immaterial form, that of 
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the data and the never ending and the seemingly unfathomable extent of online content, that is held 

remotely and accessed via a screen.  This is utilising again the notion of the making visible of the 

invisible in my own work’s creation.  While not trying to lament this specifically, in drawing atten-

tion to it there is inevitably a sense of sadness and of a passing that reflects both the past and the 

future.  An Occupation of Loss, I present as beginning to offer something of a segue into this idea.  

In contrast to Simon’s use of photography, where previously she has given substance to the invisible 

and the abstract, and stands apart from the deluge of the physical stored items and records of the 

past that Simon has both sifted through and created herself, this latest work of hers stands as a move 

away from and a rejection of such props.  The need to collect and hold knowledge has turned in-

stead to the ephemeral, the intangible, through the use of a medium that is more transient and fleet-

ing.   

   

Where A Living Man Declared Dead displays ultimately survival against all odds as witnessed in 

the descendants of a bloodline, An Occupation of Loss conversely takes up the subject of death, 

which Simon presents through the curation of a series of performances by professional mourners to 

speak of the ‘global condition of mourning’ (Wooldridge, 2017), to consider ‘the anatomy of grief 

and the intricate systems we use to manage contingencies of fate and the uncertain universe’ (Si-

mon, 2017).  She presents a ‘universality of loss’ (Wooldridge, 2017), making public the otherwise 

more personal experience of grief.  The abstract space that grief creates is seemingly contained and 

brought to order through the construction of an enormous installation at the Park Avenue Armory in 

New York and the employment of professional mourners, vocational mourners, who Simon first 

came across while researching A Living Man Declared Dead.  The scale on which she does this, as 

with her other works, through both the choice of such an epic overarching theme and the space of 

the theatre itself reflect further the magnitude of the topics that she documents and again contains 

references to the sublime and the scale to which it was associated.  Where in the past Simon has 

staged work with enormous installations of text and images in large gallery spaces, in this series she 

creates an actual theatrical stage that requires a further level of immersion from the audience who 

are invited to pass through the elaborate structures, while the mourners wail and lament.   

For this work Simon systematically researched surviving practices of lamentation, many of which 

trace their origins to pre-Christian and pre-Islamic eras.  She selected from these 21 different types 

of ritual to include, these from places as diverse as Greece, Ghana and China, Azerbaijan and Ro-

mania.  Within her installation she placed these singers and musicians who performed these recita-
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tions, uniquely enacting their own very specific rituals of grief.  This adds something that is ar-

guably missing from her previous series, an element which is pivotal for a truly aesthetic experi-

ence.  In this she may be said to engage with the idea of the sublime, where the aesthetic experience 

moves us into the deepest of emotions.  By creating, via the sonic experience, an emotional re-

sponse there is a beauty that transcends her photographic works that leads her audience more fully 

into an emotional experience.  Where I previously resisted Ruscha’s suggestion, included earlier, 

that photography as a fine art was dead quoting him as saying that ‘photography was only a tool, a 

technical means of assembling information’ what becomes clear to me when considering this work 

is how much further the medium of sound and the performative nature of the immersive experience 

can take us.  Simon has created a work which can take someone emotionally in ways that are be-

yond the photograph and the limitations of the senses involved and as such she is dealing with the 

sublime in art.  

Where photography had formed the core of Simon’s previous bodies of work, in contrast, the only 

photographs that relate to this work follow afterwards, in a small supporting catalogue which each 

visitor is given when they leave and later in a book that documents the work.  These include, as 

with the portraits in A Living Man Declared Dead, the serial, typological style of portrait that she 

made of the actors and actresses, the professional mourners, against a neutral backdrop.  These are 

positioned alongside the documentation of an exhausting visa application process, the documenta-

tion of which seemingly takes priority over the pictures, and in the book format, over the perfor-

mance itself.  As Simon does in each of her series, after exposing the control and exertion of things 

bigger than ourselves, in this case death and ancient cultural rites - she returns to her exploration of 

the bureaucratic records and systems of administration that lie beneath the surface and shape so 

much of our lives.  In this case she turned to the U.S. governments immigration office.  In a move 

that required her to relinquish something of her own obsessive need for control, she appears to have 

allowed the immigration office to provide the main content.  She has said of this approach and what 

it meant for the actors that it was:   

in many ways curated - unbeknownst to them - by the U.S. government, because the absence and 

presence of performers was determined by them. To get these individuals into the United States, 

you have to apply for a P-3 Visa, which is this massive pile of papers with academic and expert 

testimonials, and validating these people as “culturally unique” according to government stan-

dards. 
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          (Simon, 2016) 

Having laboriously filled in applications for everyone involved in the performances these were then 

subsequently filed by Simon’s team with the U.S. Citizenship and Immigration Services (USCIS) 

and local consulates to ask for approval.  All of this Simon documented and it is the excerpts from 

this process and the supporting documentation, reflecting the seemingly arbitrary acceptance and 

rejections, that were provided in the catalogue and then further published in her monograph.  In 

contrast to the transient nature of theatre as medium, as with Simon’s other works, the final work is 

ultimately shown in a book, a monograph, published by Hatje Cantz (2018) which stands as a 

record of this epic endeavour.  Where the theatre space presented the spectacle of mourning and a 

richness of cultures and traditions Simons book lays out the complexities of the nature of the immi-

gration process.  It stands as a factual record and in contrast to her previous books is not photo-

graphically led.  The visa documents are supplied and form the bulk of the content, the same por-

traits of the professional mourners, accompanied by some text, are simply included in the back.  

Writing of the contradiction between these two components — the space the professional mourners 

occupy and the subject of death versus the mechanical visa application process — Wooldridge not-

ed,  ‘It is a challenge not to cry in response to the apparent mass sadness in the performance, and 

hard to respond emotionally to the bald and complex administration of the state’  (Wooldridge, 

2018).  Simon has said of her use of such binary oppositions, in an interview with Homi Bhabha: 

‘It’s the idea of being authentic and scripted simultaneously, being of the past and the future simul-

taneously, being with the living and the dead simultaneously’ (Simon, 2018).   

Where the work is performative Simon’s role is something of a performance in itself.  This is in line 

with Ruscha, who Iversen suggested followed ‘the long-standing artistic tradition of instructional 

performative practices’ (Iversen, 2010: 19).  This is something Homi Bhabha further took up in an 

interview with Simon in relation to An Occupation of Loss saying: 

I think that your work is important not simply for the final product, but all of the processes that 

go into the work: the bureaucratic processes, the conceptual processes, the journalistic processes, 

the archival processes, the conversations with anthropologists, the conversations with legal 

scholars. All of that archive may not be immediately visible to the viewer, but it is very much 

part of the internal structure of the work 
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          (Bhabha, 2016) 

This similarly is something Batchen drew attention to in his writing on A Living Man Declared 

Dead and Other Chapters I – XVIII, suggesting that ‘This then, is the story behind these other sto-

ries, a saga that is almost deserving of a documentary of its own’ (Batchen, 2011: 234). 

In contrast to her past works, which have made physical a series of academic ideas and brought an 

illumination to areas through the act of photographing, the live but ephemeral nature of this perfor-

mance would seem to move her away from the need to collect and hold knowledge in a move that 

leans to something more transient.  Away from the photographic and textual Simon has turned, in 

this work, to something that is neither song nor speech but an almost primeval wail,  which con-

nects with the viewer on an emotional level.  Her choice of medium reflects something of our 

present moment and the impossibility of finite ordering and storage.  Where physical items have 

their inherent limitations the immaterial nature of the digital means it is not subject to these same 

laws and controls.  In this case, through choosing  the processes of death and the bureaucracy in-

volved in the immigration process, Simon has created a space that draws attention to the passing of 

the physical in the mountains of records that survive us all.  This contrasts with oral traditions, 

which are passed down from generation to generation, seemingly with no physical trace or imprint. 

Where photo-conceptualism does not acknowledge the research behind the archive, it has been use-

ful to explore it to understand where the points of influence and connection have been in the nature 

of overt authorship and construction of the series.  Where Simon’s inventories suggest Borges and 

the individualistic nature of taxonomical constructs, they simultaneously illustrate Malraux’s notion 

of the collapsing of the physical and the potential that follows the arranging and re-arranging ac-

cording to a particular narrative, once an item has been reduced to a smaller reproduced form.  I 

have used this to clarify my own concerns as my practice has evolved in parallel with the unravel-

ling of systems and orders of physical storage.  For all of photography’s promise of revealing, in 

Ross’s behind the scenes works, in the spaces of social architecture made by Höfer along with 

Hunter and Parr’s ambitions to portray behaviours of privilege and patriarchy, what is actually con-

sistently being revealed conversely is where the limitations of the medium lie.  For me it has been 

essential to understand how Ruscha and Simon have gone beyond these boundaries.  In the follow-

ing chapter I discuss my own work and show it as having made a move away from its previous 

grounding in the forms of realist photography, with its points of alignment with Delamotte and the 
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work of nineteenth-century image makers.  Where Simon could be said to return to the real away 

from the conceptualist and pop sensibilities of Ruscha, my own work departs into a more abstract 

direction.  While taking up the subject of knowledge I do not draw on the political, as do Hunter 

and Simon, but instead present my work as having become more conceptually and aesthetically dri-

ven over the course of my PhD.  It is to this work that I now turn.  
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CHAPTER 3 

A Scene in A Library 

I want to begin at this point by returning to Talbot, who, in his The Pencil of Nature, presents an 

image which he suggests has been made in a library, Plate VIII A Scene in A Library.   

 

      Fig. 26   Plate V111. A Scene in A Library 

The library, as with the museum space, has and continues to hold a certain fascination for photogra-

phers and this is one of the earliest known photographs made that makes reference to the library en-

vironment and the holding and collecting of books.  It is one of five known images Talbot made of 

the same scenario that comes from a wider body of pictures that illustrate his interest in photograph-

ing books and the library.  Within the context of The Pencil of Nature, this image is something of an 

enigma.  As Schaaf suggests, being taken ‘not within the confines of Lacock Abbey, but rather on 

Talbot’s "peripatetic shelves" trundled into the sun out of doors’ (Bodleian 2017).  This making it 

more of a still life than an image of a room-set as implied by its title.  A composition of a collection 

of books arranged over two shelves is shown and although we know it does not, it would appear to 

present part of a cropped scene of a wider collection or room of books.  These are assumed to be 
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Talbot’s own, taken from his library and meant to represent a wide range of genres.  Books on sub-

jects as diverse as poetry, Egyptology, science and botany are shown.  The books being identified 

more specifically by Parisian photo-historian and collector, Andrè Jammes as ‘three volumes of 

Wilkinson’s Manners and Customs of the Ancient Egyptians, Philological Essays, Miscellanies of 

Science, Botanist Schriften, La storia pittorica dell’itclia de Luigi Lanzi, the first three volumes of 

the Philosophical Magazine, (which contained numerous essays by Talbot himself) and three vol-

umes of Thomas Gaisford’s edition of Poetae Minores Graeci (James 1983: 50). 

A Scene in A Library is an image that, as has been suggested by Jammes, Maimon and Roberts 

could be read as a self-portrait, as well as alluding to the intellectual reading and collecting habits of 

Victorian gentleman.  It is an image that demands particular attention, considering what else is  im-

plied and why Talbot has used it.  As well as the caption, the text is also misleading about the loca-

tion and has been much written about.  It would seem to be unique in this collection of images in 

that it points away from the circumstances of the photograph’s making and it is appropriate to   in-

clude the full text at this point as it links back in with concerns being explored within my work.  

Talbot, in this text, would seem to be pointing beyond the inventorial function of photography to 

what is not seen,  to what lies beyond the material.  He would seem to be referring to a speculative 

experiment where he positions something that apparently cannot be seen or recorded by the camera.   

Within this he is suggesting something of an impossible document edged by the fantasy of seeing 

more, seeing in the dark, beyond the spectrums available to the human eye.  He says: 

Among the many novel ideas which the discovery of Photography has suggested, is the follow-

ing rather curious experiment or speculation. I have never tried it, indeed, nor am I aware that 

any one else has either tried or proposed it, yet I think it is one which, if properly managed, must 

inevitably succeed.  When a ray of solar light is refracted by a prism and thrown upon a screen, it 

forms there the very beautiful coloured band known by the name of the solar spectrum. 

Experimenters have found that if this spectrum is thrown upon a sheet of sensitive paper, the vio-

let end of it produces the principal effect: and, what is truly remarkable, a similar effect is pro-

duced by certain invisible rays which lie beyond the violet, and beyond the limits of the spec-

trum, and whose existence is only revealed to us by this action which they exert.  Now, I would 

propose to separate these invisible rays from the rest, by suffering them to pass into an adjoining 

apartment through an aperture in a wall or screen of partition. This apartment would thus become 

filled (we must not call it illuminated) with invisible rays, which might be scattered in all direc-
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tions by a convex lens placed behind the aperture. If there were a number of persons in the room, 

no one would see the other: and yet nevertheless if a camera were so placed as to point in the 

direction in which any one were standing, it would take his portrait, and reveal his actions. For, 

to use a metaphor we have already employed, the eye of the camera would see plainly where the 

human eye would find nothing but darkness.  Alas! that this speculation is somewhat too refined 

to be introduced with effect into a modern novel or romance; for what a dénouement we should 

have, if we could suppose the secrets of the darkened chamber to be revealed by the testimony of 

the imprinted paper. 

       (William Henry Fox Talbot, 1844) 

What Talbot would seem to be drawing attention to is that which cannot be revealed, the secrets, the 

limitations, the implications, the nuances rather than solely to the representational, documentary 

nature of photography at this time.  The image serves inadequately in its supposedly inventorial 

function as the scene is a creation, an arrangement, and it does nothing to illustrate the accompany-

ing text - perhaps alluding to an untruthfulness and the falseness of the photograph as evidence.  

Maimon suggests of this particular text that Talbot would seem to be asking ‘What kind of knowl-

edge will the photograph produce, what kind of “book” will it be part of’ asking whether beyond 

the photograph’s role as a copying device and its role as provider of evidence and truth could it be 

‘one in which we will intimately be introduced to “man” through the knowledge of his hidden “cus-

toms and manners”?’ (Maimon, 2015: 193)  This implies that there are hidden layers beyond the 

more obvious methods of display and perhaps an awareness of the social and cultural points of ref-

erence at the time.  

Talbot revealed his own empirical methods within many of the scenes he chose to photograph, from 

the tableaux arrangements of items positioned to reflect connoisseur’s collections, the biological 

specimens portraying the botanical display methods to the books in the library reflecting simultane-

ously the autobiographic nature of the work and the collecting habits of the Victorians. Roberts 

suggested of this that ‘it also provides evidence of another kind concerning the display rituals and 

tastes of the privileged classes’,  positioning the referencing of various methods of collecting as be-

ing in line with the museum tentatively described by Roberts as photography’s early ‘museological 

dimension’ (Roberts, 2002: 11).  This is further evidenced in works such as Articles of China (1844) 

and Articles of Glass (1844), from within The Pencil of Nature that revealed systems expressed by 
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‘horizontal or vertical contiguity’ (Preston, 2009).   Since its inception photography has always had 

a complicated relationship to the epistemological regime in which it was formed.  A close reading of 

The Pencil of Nature reveals the multifarious nature of the medium and the possible uses for which 

it could be put in line with the technological positivism of the time.  Within the images one can 

recognise the emergent new visual orders within which they were inherently bound up and Talbot’s 

proposals as to how the medium could be embedded within the new forms and organisation of 

knowledge in line with the social and cultural desires of this particular moment.  A Scene in a Li-

brary, a photograph of books, emblematises what The Pencil of Nature is - a book with photographs 

in it. Nineteenth-century reviewers referred to it as an ‘experiment of photographically illustrated 

books’ with ‘book pictures executed by nature herself’. (Schaaf, 2015: 151).  As well as positioning 

this relationship to Victorian ideals, The Pencil of Nature also aligns photography with the object of 

the book, and by association, the space of the library.  I propose that Talbot’s choice of the book 

format in which to present his images and prescient texts emphasise, beyond the inventorial and ev-

idential nature of photography, the ‘bookishness’ of his discovery.   Photography’s relationship to 

the copying device and medium of print draws attention to the photograph’s relationship to the 

emerging print technologies of the time.   

By continuing to explore the relationship of photography to the book in a way that is analogous to 

the changes taking place in our time, I propose that a route can be found to explore the transforma-

tions that are taking place that will reveal the conditions of knowledge today.  The digitisation of the 

publishing industry has witnessed similar technological evolutions and progressions to the photo-

graphic field that continues to make this correlation of use.  Where printing presses are being shut 

down at a rapid rate this can be seen, not as a step to extinction but to an evolution which is wit-

nessing the shift to the digital format and channels of holding and distribution.  The availability of 

books accessible on digital platforms through digital books and e-libraries being previously incon-

ceivable, mirroring photography’s own ‘ubiquitous’ nature in flagrant contrast to the feared ‘death 

of the author’.  The book, as object, seemed the perfect object to explore in more detail and forms 

the starting point for my practical work. 

Writing of this body of work Duncan Wooldridge said:  

Vestey’s project sees in the book support an object that reveals the specific conditions of both 

libraries and books as forms, at the same time as noting their seeming disappearance, or disap-
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pearance to come, under the conditions of digital knowledge.  The support is a signal of the in-

frastructure and history of knowledge resulting from the form of the book… They are an archive 

of what has been and an object that speaks of a knowledge to come. 

              (Wooldridge 2018 Unpublished) 

3.1  New orders, new works 

In The Post-Photographic Condition (2015) Fontcuberta writes that today we are witnessing, not 

the birth of a new technique in the realm of the digital, but the ‘transmutation of fundamental val-

ues’, stating that where  ‘the carapace remains unharmed…  its soul is being transformed, in a sort 

of metempsychosis’.  He is suggesting that there is a transmigration of photography’s essence into a 

new guise.  He states that what we are witnessing is not the invention or discovery of a process as 

witnessed at the origins of the medium but instead, less romantically than the rebirthing implied, 

what we are seeing is ‘the un-inventing of a culture - the dismantling of the visual language that 

photography has hegemonically ingrained in us over a century and a half’ (Foncuberta 2015: 10). 

Fontcuberta, as with Hand (2012), Ritchin (2008) and Shore (2014) who made similar observations, 

is referring not only to the photographic image itself but to the multitude of emergent platforms 

which variously contribute to the ‘dismantling’ of past orders and have contributed to the shift in 

the privileged position the photograph and the photographer once occupied.  Of particular relevance 

to my own research and practice, Fontcuberta identifies, that where two facets that had existed side-

by-side, ‘the image as visual information’ and the ‘physical support or medium’ and its ‘objectual 

dimension’  have historically been ‘perfectly fused and inseparable’  (Fontcuberta 205: 12) this has 

now changed.  What he observes is that a detachment, in fact a series of displacements, have taken 

place, somewhat out of sight, resulting in these two facets as being able now to exist independently 

or even unrelated to each other due to the shifts in technology.  By way of an illustration of this 

proposition he identifies the daguerreotype, a ‘plate that embodied an image’, as an example of the 

embedded inseparability of the image captured along with its physical means of support.  What he 

goes on to suggest is that what has followed has been a tendency to increasingly ‘lighter supports’ 

drawing attention, as was discussed in Chapter 1, to the objective or material aspect as standing 

apart from the increasingly ephemeral nature of digitised information and the holding and storage of 
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it and the associated methods of distribution.  Whether the shift  is from the physical film and its 

chemical negative to a jpg file stored on a hard drive or in the means itself of capture via a smart 

phone, what digital technology is identified as doing is bringing about a detachment which leads 

him to surmise that photography has effectively become ‘dematerialized’ (Fontcuberta 2015: 12). 

Speaking in Oxford in 2017, Batchen similarly positions photography as having become ‘an imma-

terial medium’ before saying that working with it today is ‘closer to genetic engineering than chem-

istry’ (Batchen 2017).  Wooldridge further draws attention to the notion of the means of support in 

his text accompanying my Support System work saying: 

Supports do not only facilitate the reading or viewing of an image or text, but also frame the 

conditions of encounter: a support might be invisible, but the image, object or document may 

depend or rest upon it. It may shape the very means by which we see and use what we are to 

work with. It often takes a technological or epistemological break to bring such objects into 

view. 

          (Wooldridge, 2018) 

Once broken free of such supports, the digital image, as with the digitised book content, can then be 

seen to be without place and free from its origins.  In its ‘dematerialised’ form it would in effect al-

low for a reading of it as being nowhere yet simultaneously everywhere.   This is something Hand 

(2012) touches on in The Ubiquitous Image.  Where the physical, in the form of place or in the ma-

terial object, had been so fundamental in the ordering of the past, the digital stands as omnipresent, 

eschewing these previous systems as part of an expanding and emerging visual literacy of net-

worked digital media.  In many cases all of this is taking place out of sight, in contrast to the physi-

cal negative or the unique print, or to the book, this therefore supports the notion of the nature of the 

present ‘ruptures’  as being ‘invisible’  (Fontcuberta 2015: 12), reflecting the Foucauldian notion of 

the epistemological break .   

At the core of my own practical research lies a line of enquiry that stands as an exploration into 

these same shifts in material presence being discussed.  I ask whether photography can be used to 

reveal something about its own unfolding history.   Where in previous works I had turned my lens 

on the material,  tangible structures of the university such as the libraries and lecture theatres, the 

repositories and the cabinets, my new work, Conditions of Knowledge, stands in contrast, as an en-

quiry into how knowledge can be ‘handled,' given the ephemeral nature of electronic media.  I iden-
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tified my own concern about making work that stood more in line with the work of Delamotte in the 

introduction.  One of my further observations that led to my interest in the move away from the 

physical, material clues was that on visiting more contemporary spaces in Oxford, such as the 

Mathematics Institute and the John Brooke's lecture theatre, shown below,  I became fascinated to 

see that were no clues within their design that indicated any relation to place or time.  These new 

spaces seemingly generically designed, functional spaces; the new auditoriums and lecture theatres 

having parted with incorporating points of reference and symbolism within their fabric and ap-

peared to float away from the anchors with which I had become familiar.  

 

        Fig. 27   Joanna Vestey Mathematics Institute,            Fig. 28  Joanna Vestey John Brookes Lecture  

         Oxford, 2015       Theatre, Oxford 2015 

In my new work,  Conditions of Knowledge, I explore the transformations that are unfolding before 

us now, which make reference to emerging platforms such as the webinar and the podcast, which 

are ushering in the ‘dis-location’ of knowledge as it had previously been presented.  I saw in three 

specific items relating to earlier moments and regimes of knowledge production - the book support, 

the lecture and Denis Diderot’s (1713-1784) Encyclopédie - an opportunity to reflect on the seismic 

socio-technological shifts within this framework and research further the notions of displacement 

and dematerialisation.  
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Each of the three bodies of work reflects these ‘pre-digital’ forms of communication and alludes to 

an apparent imminent obsolescence.  Examples of this being the materiality of items such as the 

foams of the book supports pictured in Support Systems and the photographs of the inside hand- 

marbled covers of the Encyclopédie which show the hand-cut and pasted paper patching in End-

pages.  Each of which I have used to stress the contrast to the increasingly ‘immaterial’ form being 

taken in the digital present, seeing them both as an ‘archive of what has been’ and as an ‘object that 

speaks of a knowledge to come’  as Wooldridge (2018) put it. 

I position the book and the Encyclopédie as being part of an enduring order that we are now moving 

away from, and that stands in contrast to the invisible and ephemeral nature of the functioning of 

the new orders.   Where the density of the object itself revealed an accumulation of sediments built 

up over the years, the book now belongs to a new weightless and rootless order in which books are 

no longer primarily associated with the library.  Sven Brikerts writes that in place of the meticulous 

ordering and methods of display of past systems of knowledge presentation, what is emerging is a 

digital disorder and discontinuity that he describes as ‘a body of disjunct data available for retrieval’  

(Brikerts, 2006: 130).  Suggesting that beyond the storing and transmitting of knowledge, ‘the un-

inventing of a culture’ is as applicable to the story of the book and as it would seem, to the photo-

graph.  This relates back to the text of Fontcuberta’s I drew on earlier in this chapter.   

While there is an apparent ‘digital disorder’ this terminology I feel is somewhat misleading.  Search 

engines, digital storage and networks of connectivity for example, while eschewing more tradition-

ally recognised systems of order and structures for storing, searching and retrieving, do still have 

structures.  New technologies are bringing about a disruption to the old systems and are mostly in-

visible and rely on new means such as key-wording and algorithmic terms but it is perhaps more 

accurate to think of these as new orderings than simply as disorders.  

Where the physical arrangements of printed matter stand as static and anchored they stand in oppo-

sition to the electronic order where such emerging networks and opportunities for connectivity are 

continually changing how information is stored, making them more physically and intellectually 

accesible anywhere and at any time.   Where I position these digital versions as having broken free 

from their support structures in the familiar forms of pages or shelves, Umberto Eco, who frequent-

ly dismissed the claim that the book will be replaced by the digital copy, stated that:  
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the Internet provides a fantastic store of information, but offers no filters, whereas education 

is about not only transmitting information but also teaching the criteria for selecting it 

             (Eco, 2017: 48). 

This suggesting that the new conditions of knowledge are left additionally without the academic or 

intellectual support and guidance traditionally offered by the scholar, the librarian or the teacher, 

who would have been essential in the delivering of such knowledge in the past. 

I locate the evolution of my PhD work as a direct response to the displacements ushered in by these 

changes. The practical submission that forms this element of my PhD contains a series of  photo-

graphic works made in Oxford.  As it acknowledges, I have found no one type of image-making 

sufficient to say what I was trying to communicate so consequently a series of different approaches 

have been selected and employed in the making of them.  At the start of my research I began by 

asking a series of questions to myself and of my practice.   

I identified that previously I had made work that could be described as being within the realist 

framework and of having a social documentary bent.  Work that was made with an indexical nature 

where there was still a clear relationship with an identifiable referent.  One of my criteria to myself 

was to make a shift in my methodological approach to consider my practice as the site of research 

that, in turn, led to a fundamental transformation in my working methods.  Where previously I had 

researched an idea and then made work, or a series of works, at this stage I am aware that my prac-

tice has undergone a shift to become a form of research ‘in’ and ‘of’ itself, making work that moves 

beyond the integrating of ‘previously known concepts’ (Busch, 2009: 3), in its construction and tak-

ing a more experimental approach.  My new images would seem to stand in contrast to the ambi-

tions for early photography yet are in line with Talbot’s text in A Scene in A Library in that they are 

more concerned with making work about that which escapes the possibility of being photographed.  

Many of my new ideas initially failed - which in previous work I had not allowed my practice to do 

having made work that I knew would follow a set theme and remain within my technical comfort 

zone.  So, as an artist/photographer I felt no longer just restricted to the aesthetic construction of the 

work but aimed to use my research time to provide an opportunity to experiment with ways of 

working that would create bodies of work that could speak of this particular moment in time and its 

socio-technological concerns.   I was asking of myself, what could I learn? If the more traditional 

role and position of both photography and the photographer were under scrutiny how could I make 
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work that would best speak of these shifts and what sort of image making technique could I find to 

do this?    

Most obviously this has manifested itself as a move away in the style of my work from a documen-

tary or realist model to the adoption of a more experimental and hybrid process that is closer to ab-

straction than realism.  I felt it necessary to push myself beyond the limits of the realist approach I 

was previously using and experiment with seriality, repetition and abstraction as methods of com-

munication.  To this effect my research incorporated experiments that range, for example, from the 

making of eleven hour overnight exposures in the Bodleian Library on a 10x8 film camera to the 

use of a digital back photographing the traces of digital sound files left behind on a 4k monitor.  

This work also spoke back to Talbot’s A Scene in a Library (1844) as investigations in to what the 

camera is able to capture beyond the human eye.  

I considered at the early stages of this research whether I still wanted to make my own images as 

opposed to using found works.  I identified that for me it was important to continue to make my 

own work but that I needed to embrace a more fluid, seamless, approach to the harnessing of vari-

ous elements of hybridity into my own practice.  My background in photography is very traditional 

having trained in darkrooms and begun using 35mm black and white film before progressing on to 

large format cameras, so for now I felt it fundamental to my picture making to embrace the new 

technologies available yet keep one foot in the past technologically speaking in order to allude to 

this increasing distance between the two.  I considered this with regard to the final delivery and the 

physical showing of the work too.  In this element I identified that I remained committed to a high 

level of production value in the works’ making and finishing and, particularly in light of the notion 

of ‘dematerialising’ I identified prints and the gallery space as mediums in which I continued to 

want to be invested as I was opposed to solely online platforms to show the work.  As I will go on 

to discuss I further felt the materiality, the physical print and frame themselves contributed to my 

work in a way displaying monitors in a gallery environment could not have done.  I remain interest-

ed in the form of the book and would like to continue to make work in this format.  Within the con-

straints of the PhD this is not something I have done, but as I discuss shortly it is a format I believe 

would suit some of this work well.    

Mindful that I wanted to reveal traces and methods of the technology used in the making of the 

works to comment on the shift in technology, I was wary, nevertheless, of furthering the more 
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stereotypical use of binaries between the digital and the analogue.  My challenge to myself was to 

use both in the making of the work in order to transcend such divisions.  Mark Durden has identi-

fied, ‘the digital image and the analogue image as responding to a similar set of questions and is-

sues’, suggesting that both are ‘bound into a structure of desire that premises a kind of homology 

between them (Durden, 2014: 24).  I felt this homology seemed important to this work.  I have been 

working with a combination of digital and analogue platforms over the past 15 years, seeing them 

as inseparable but additionally not preferencing one over the other, seeing both as essential in my 

strategies.  I have been using either a Hassleblad 501cm, a traditional medium format film camera 

with a phase one digital back or 10x8 film that is then scanned into a digital file.  Conversely as I 

will mention in later work, I have taken a digital file and made black and white negatives to hand 

print from it.   These forms of hybridity increasingly becoming apparent within my working meth-

ods, my workflow is becoming more fluid in its oscillation between, for example, the computer 

screen and a 10x8 camera and the large pieces of film and their digital scans.  Batchen said of this 

time which he identified as an ‘era that has ruined or at least transformed photography’ that it now 

needs ‘to be rediscovered through among other things a return to antique or hand-made direct ex-

perimental processes of photographic production’ (Batchen, 2016).    

I see this statement as being somewhat simplistic in suggesting that the hand-made, the chemical, 

will be enough to somehow differentiate the work in drawing attention back to the uniqueness, the 

original and the artist in face of the unending stream of the digital.  While my own work has been a 

journey of discovery, I have not felt that ‘re-discovering’ antique or hand-made processes would 

have helped me; instead I have become more interested in the ‘conceptual’ approaches as re-

searched and positioned in Chapter 2, seeing in these further ways in which to embed meaning 

rather than in the shift in material approaches.  While there is some validity in Batchen’s statement 

and a return to this way of working is visible within the methods of many artists, I have been more 

interested in harnessing the technology of the moment to say something further yet still remain con-

nected to the past.  Within my own practice I am concerned with the print and process and the mate-

rial presence of pictures on the wall but I am also interested in the use of light from a monitor in 

contrast to early photography and the impressing of light from the sun used in its earliest moment. 

I was committed to continuing to locate my own photographic work in Oxford.  I felt the city, with 

its auratic identity, as a centre of learning and with its reverence for knowledge remained relevant to 

my research for two reasons.  First, its long and interesting photographic history, as I identified in 
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Chapter 1, since the medium’s inception when Talbot photographed extensively in the city, securing 

from the outset photography’s relationship with academia and the book and secondly, the buildings 

in Oxford, some of the most famous in academia, stand as archaeological evidence of the aspira-

tions to knowledge acquisition of the various regimes. These serve as reminders of the methods of 

knowledge creation and distribution favoured by each generation revealing the orders of the time 

which seemed useful to understand when considering the less visible ‘ruptures’ of the present mo-

ment.  Fontcuberta has said, ‘The dictatorship of the screen imposes the new visual order’ (Fontcu-

berta, 2015: 6) and my research is interested in visually exploring the centrality of this and repre-

senting the increasing shift away from the physical objects associated with learning themselves.  It 

is from this position that I present the three series of works that form my visual research and practi-

cal PhD submission into the Conditions of Knowledge.  

Support Systems (2016) 

This series was the first in which I adopted the approaches of seriality and minimalism as method-

ological strategies.  Working in the Bodleian Library one morning a disordered pile of pieces of 

foam in multiple shades of grey and varying sizes caught my eye.  Sitting in stark contrast to the 

meticulous regularity of their environment what struck me was their rejection of the imposed order 

visible on the surrounding shelves. Unbound and a-systematic, the utilitarian poly-foam book sup-

ports invited an opportunity to form and reform, an infinite possibility of architectural shapes and 

combinations. 

  

As I saw them sitting on the desks I was reminded of Paul Valery’s idea of the ‘active presence of 

absent things,’ (Valery, 1939: 223-224) and saw in these simple structures an opportunity to reflect 

on the object missing - the book - and to consider the physical shape of its past and the increasingly 

‘immaterial’ form it may take in the future.   This journey parallels the medium of photography’s 

own journey too, where photographers grapple with what has been gained and what has been dis-

placed through this advancement.  So, these images stand not in reverence for the book, or to 

lament its loss but invite consideration of how knowledge is held and viewed today as it becomes 

increasingly accessed via digital screens.  
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Originally designed by Oxford conservator, Christopher Clarkson, for the Bodleian Library, they 

serve in the support and preservation of books in libraries and museums globally and are designed 

for both optimum weight bearing and the presenting of the book at an angle comfortable for read-

ing.  In many ways the idea of a reader opening and handling books is at odds with the endeavours 

of the library and its requirement to preserve often fragile and disintegrating books.  Digital content 

stands in flagrant contrast to this, offering access to information unrestricted by the limitations of 

the physical.   

  

The images themselves were made simply using a small table-top studio set up in an adjacent room 

to the main library reading room, with one side light and a reflector.  They were shot on a Hassel-

blad 501cm with a 180cm lens and a digital back. Each set of supports that I found on the desks in 

the reading room I brought out and took an individual photograph of each one before returning it.  

In making this series my practice turned a corner and began a journey into a more abstract and con-

ceptual way of working.  The simplicity of the form and the repetitive nature of the images I felt 

gave the viewer more room to form their own conclusions and was less didactic, encouraging them 

to dwell longer with the work, to travel back and forth between the images, scrutinising and making 

comparisons.  

In its final form, this work contains 22 images which are accompanied by an extended essay, which 

I have made reference to previously in this chapter, written by Duncan Wooldridge (2018), (See ap-

pendix 3). My longer-term intention for this work is to show it as a complete series and to publish it 

as a monograph.  I personally like the idea of presenting the work as a book, thus creating a new 

physical object out of the very objects that are being displaced. 

Lecture Series (2016-2018) 

This work emerged from my interest in the physical space of the lecture theatre.  With its physical 

arrangements of rows and a platform at the front for the delivery of knowledge by a ‘teacher’, the 

emphasis of the architecture historically had been designed to suit its functionality based on the ear-

liest theatres in Padua, Italy.  The anatomical theatres of Renaissance Italy being considered the ear-

liest known teaching theatres. They held a standing crowd, often in a public space, who gathered 

around a central marble slab.  These theatres were designed very much as a space to view the com-
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munication of knowledge or to watch some sort of spectacle. Early in their history, theatres were 

primarily spaces in medical schools, but in the wake of the Enlightenment they became a key space 

in the buildings of learned societies. There was a ‘theatrical’ element to them and the lecturer, or 

person presenting, was expected to capture the audience’s attention and deliver a performance. 

More recently, they have been designed to reflect the shift from knowledge viewed to knowledge 

taught, and there is a clearer division between tutor and student.  More recently still, a further less 

visible shift is occurring, as I have drawn attention too, which is manifest in the increasing access to 

lectures in the shape of a podcast or webinar which I suggest implies a drifting away from the tradi-

tional support structures of the university itself.  Indeed, the digitisation of the publishing industry 

has ushered in similar evolutions and changes where printing presses are being shut down at a rapid 

rate. The availability of books accessible on digital platforms through digital books and e libraries, 

which would have been previously considered inconceivable, is now eschewing the requirement for 

the physical with its inherent limitations making these more universally accesible to everyone. 

In this work I was interested to understand how space and time could be represented in a more ‘po-

etic’ way than I had previously researched in my picture making and to find a way to use both digi-

tal and analogue mediums to create a physical marking, a trace in some way of something ordinarily 

physically intangible that had taken place.  I explore the notion of transformation through the con-

verting of sounds into images, taking transient moments and converting them into static, spatial pat-

terns using a hybrid of technologies.  I was interested to create work that introduced not just the lec-

ture spaces as I had done previously but to find a way to portray the events that have taken place 

within them.  Made over the period of one year at The University of Oxford from audio recordings 

of lectures that span the three academic terms that make up the year - Trinity, Hilary and Michael-

mas - they reflect the academic offerings of the university across a multitude of disciplines.  These I 

see in some ways as ‘visual abstractions’ of the intellectual life of Oxford University that have tak-

en, as their starting point, audio recordings, many of which are available to access online as pod-

casts.   

While there are no claims that they directly ‘picture’ these talks, the images playfully and, I hope, 

uniquely, introduce the ideas of transformation and a shift in materiality that invite the viewer to 

consider the delivery and transmission of knowledge.  Each image bears the marks of time but in a 

new way, the words, and the lectures themselves being the events that leave their mark but not in a 

traditionally visible or traceable way.  In a text about the relationship between the photograph and 
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the phonograph Sara Knelman asked, ‘What might be revealed in picturing the mechanisms of an-

other sense?’ (Knelman, 2016: 53) further saying; ‘Of our five senses, we‘ve only worked out how 

to record two: sight and sound’.  Talking of the photograph and the phonograph, she says  

As physical objects, they’ve each taken efficient and elegant forms, most often as flattened sur-

faces embedded with traces of things outside of themselves.  Yet their fundamental operations 

are by definition inaccessible to the other.  Sound is invisible, still images silent.  They are, to 

use musical metaphors, harmonious and discordant at the same time.  

         (Knelman, 2016: 53) 

So, while these sounds remain inaccesible and do not reveal legible visual data they play with the 

notion of the camera’s ability to reveal, to make visible, to make permanent things which were 

fleeting or fugitive which was a key part of the mediums early success, as with the phonograph.  

Although eschewing the indexical realist model of objectivity and representation these do register, 

not in any quantifiable way, the traces of an event that has taken place.  The picturing of the ‘mech-

anisms’ of another sense has long been of interest to artists and scientists, from contemporaries of 

Talbot’s such as Wheatstone (1802-1875) and Faraday (1791-1867) to Ernst Chladni (1756-1827), 

who perfected a technique to visualise acoustic vibrations in dust known as Chladni’s Figures (See 

supporting images appendix 1).  Chladni found that by drawing a bow over a fixed plate, which was 

lightly covered in sand, he was able to produce patterns in the sand when a certain resonance was 

reached.   The sand would concentrate along the nodal lines where the surface is still, forming re-

markable shapes.  These became known as Chladni's figures and were later referenced in photo-

graphic work made by contemporary photographer Susan Derges in her body of work Chladni Fig-

ures (1985).   Georgia O’Keefe (1887-1986) in her paintings, such as Music-Pink and Blue No 1, 

(1918), (See supporting images appendix 1), and Blue and Green Music, (1919), (See supporting 

images appendix 1), was directly influenced by the famous synesthete Wassily Kandinsky 

(1866-1944) who could purportedly ‘see sound’.  

I was interested in the possibility of how to make images out of these audio lectures so began to run 

some tests.  Using a sound file editor each of the 36 audio files was rebalanced to have approxi-

mately the same volume level and any background noise was reduced. These were then put into a 

custom made sound visualisation app. built using open frameworks which plays back the audio and 

analyses it in real time performing a ‘Fast Fourier Transform’.  French mathematician Joseph Fouri-
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er (1768-1830) worked out that all waves of any shape, like a square wave or a triangle wave could 

be created by adding together an infinite number of simple sine waves.  A ‘Fast Fourier Transform’ 

is a computer algorithm that takes any wave (in this case, the sound wave recorded in the lecture 

theatre) and works out which simple sine waves need to be added together to generate that particu-

lar sound. 

Using this information, the sound visualisation app. generated a simple line that plays across the 

screen. To the far left are the lowest frequencies in the spectrum and to the far right are the highest 

frequencies. The line follows a trace of an upside-down histogram of these frequencies, so frequen-

cies that show up often spike down towards the bottom of the screen and those that are uncommon 

stay towards the top. Because the height of the line dictated both the colour and the position on 

screen there is a smearing effect where the high colours are towards the bottom of the screen and 

low colours are towards the top.   The screen grab below, which is made from the audio file dis-

played on the monitor, shows the mechanism by which the final image is made.  This is the audio 

file for The Hippocratic Paradox which is shown alongside it. 

 

  

 

 Fig. 29 Audio file played on a monitor.                            Fig 30 Joanna Vestey, The Hippocratic Paradox:   
                  When is Resuscitating a Patient Doing Them   
                  Harm?  Dr Elizabeth Dzeng, Green Templeton   
                 College, Oxford  September 15th 2016. 

One of my interests was in how to in some way to connect the audio files to the physical spaces in 

which the recordings were made so I revisited the lecture spaces and made a small reference image 

in each.  From these, three predominant colours were chosen and then variously applied to the high, 
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medium and low tones.  So the colours on the monitor in Fig. 29 were taken from Fig 31 below 

which led to the creation of the final artwork as shown in Fig 30. 

 

  

      Fig. 31 Joanna Vestey, Chairs, Green Templeton College, Oxford  September 15th 2016. 

My 10x8 camera was then set up in a dark tent, (in a way that was reminiscent to the early days of 

the camera obscura), and pointed at the monitor as shown in the images below.  As the sound file 

played on the monitor the shutter was opened for a four-minute duration to allow the lecture file to 

quite literally write itself onto the emulsion of the film within the camera.   

 

 

Fig. 32  Giovanni Battista della Porta writing in his  Fig. 33   James Bentley and Joanna Vestey in the 
Magia Naturalis, Painter unknown   make-shift dark tent, Oxford 2017.   
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My hope was that while these images do not present knowledge that is evident in the abstracted data 

in the same way as a picture, the relationship with the lecture titles in the form of captions such as; 

Feminine Abandon and the abducted Woman in post-Partition Shorey Comedies by Salma Siddique 

or On Madness and Expertise:  the Atomic bomb and Visions of Global Order in the 1940s by Dr Or 

Rosenboim begins to allude to what has taken place.  In 2002, Batchen said, ‘Fictional nostalgia 

aside, today’s photographic universe is found not in clumps of silver but in the algorithms racing 

across the surface’ (Batchen, 2002).  These images are made of these very algorithms ‘racing across 

the surface’.   

Within the series there are 36 images shot on an 8x10 large format camera using Kodak 160asa 

film. Once processed these have then been drum scanned providing a further transformation back to 

a digital medium. 

Encyclopédie (2017-2018) 

The purpose of an encyclopedia is to assemble the knowledge scattered over the surface of the 

earth; to explain its general plan to the men with whom we live and to transmit it to the men who 

come after us 

                                                                 Denis Diderot (1755)   

The final bodies of work I include in this submission are based on Denis Diderot’s (1713-1784) and  

Jean le Rond d’Alembert's (1717-1783) Encyclopédie; ou Dictionnaire raisonné des sciences, des 

arts et des métiers or Systematic Dictionary of the Sciences, Arts, and Crafts which was published 

between 1762-1772.  The Encyclopédie, most famously representing the thought of the Enlighten-

ment, has been described as a ‘major intellectual adventure of the eighteenth century’ (Marcerou, 

2013).  It stands as a physical manifestation, as a monument of the Enlightenment showing how 

knowledge was mapped in the eighteenth century.  Originally consisting of 17 text volumes and 11 

volumes of engraved illustrations, known as the ‘planches’, it was later expanded to include vol-

umes of supplements too.  The complete editions contain approximately 70,000 articles contributed 

by the great minds of the day such as Voltaire, Rousseau, Montesquieu and Busson.  It was 

Diderot’s aim to ‘change the way people think’ (Diderot, 1755) and, as positioned in the preceding 
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quotation, his ambition was to secularise learning and make it widely available to future genera-

tions.  It remains an important contribution to Western literature, being celebrated for the philosoph-

ical and political ideas, which at the time were perceived as radical and disruptive, leading its edi-

tors to spend time in prison for alleged subversion.  In line with the thinking of the time the vol-

umes marked a shift to mathematical and empirical knowledge away from the Ancient texts and re-

ligious books of the day.  

My interest in using this work was in seeing it as something of a precursor to, and having several 

shared aspirations to, those such as Google and Wikipedia. In researching this further I saw in it an 

object I could use to explore and present the changing nature of orders and taxonomical structures 

and to employ in the researching of the notion of digitisation of both the storage and presentation of 

reference books. Google’s original mission statement echoed Diderot’s in stating that its aim is;  ‘To 

organize the world's information and make it universally accessible and useful’  (Newman, 2003).  

Where pre-Enlightenment information was considered fragmented, Diderot and D’Alembert im-

posed a structure and order to present it coherently.  Beyond the more obvious alphabetical system 

that they used throughout, more in line with Borges, as discussed in Chapter 2, they adopted their 

own highly innovative but somewhat more arbitrary systems for cross-referencing.  In many ways 

this stands as an original ‘web of knowledge’ linking apparently disparate subjects.  Caroline War-

man, a French scholar at the University of Oxford, uses the entry apricot by way of example to il-

lustrate this saying, that at the end of its entry there is a little asterisk that introduces a recipe ‘writ-

ten by Diderot himself about how to make apricot jam’ (Warman, 2018).  One of the ingredients 

named is sugar and again when you follow the entry to sugar you arrive at an article called sucrerie, 

where there are instructions about how to set up a sugar plantation and how to manage slaves.  If 

you then continue to follow the cross-references to slavery, as Warman explains ‘what you then find 

is the most impassioned diatribe against the use of slaves’ (Warman, 2018). 

One of the points that particularly struck me in this research is that in the gathering and presenting 

of apparently disparate information by the two authors, I was reminded of the library itself, presided 

over by an informed librarian, material ordered into categories that reflected centrally organised 

knowledge which follows these same structures of ‘trees of knowledge’ with branches that lead off.  

Today, what the storage of the digital rather than physical items has allowed are non-linear, decen-

tralised breakdowns of hierarchies with information now loosely falling into ‘domains of knowl-

edge,' this termed by David Weinberger as; ‘the new digital disorder’ (Weinberger, 2007: 22). 
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In the making of this work I was thinking about the complex challenges of today as no longer being 

understood by categorisation, division, and branches; instead this same notion of ‘domains’.  The 

notion of the author, the librarian, the photographer has been diluted.  Emerging new platforms via, 

YouTube videos, self guidance and keyword searches represent a shift in how information is now 

found, accessed and delivered.   

Giles Barber (1930-2012), librarian at the Taylor Institution, identified fifteen complete sets of the 

volumes held in various colleges in Oxford.  As part of this research I went and looked at many of 

these, the majority of which are now stored away from the main library shelving and held in cata-

combs or rack shelving in basements further reflecting this shift from the physical to the ephemeral 

and into the means of production of a new ‘episteme’. 

In creating work that would unite these two eras I have used the digitised version of the Encyclope-

die, a resource made available as a component of the ARTFL (Project for American and French Re-

search on the Treasury of the French Language) hosted by the University of Chicago which is avail-

able online. Where the physical books remain in the traditional repositories of the library I was in-

terested in the 24/7 accessibility of this version and the experience of viewing it on a screen. 

Within my works based on the Encylopedie are three further series; 

i)  The Complete Volumes 

My initial starting point was actually to borrow an original volume of the Encyclopedia and take it 

to Reading Hospital to X-ray it.  I was interested in whether anything in its physicality would reveal 

traces of lead or of materials that might say something about it as an object.  This completely failed 

and all that was revealed was a pale grey book shape but it did lead me to an increased desire to un-

derstand what had been lost in the shift to a screen-based learning having spent time with the ex-

traordinary object with its density and heavy musty smell.  After further research I found the com-

plete digitised versions were available online and downloaded these.  Working with the same team 

as I had in Lecture Series I found a way of successively flashing each page of each volume onto the 

screen while photographing the monitor, again in a dark space and onto photographic film.  In this 

first series I used the pages from each of the 36 volumes to make exposures that contained traces of 

the complete volume pictured through a monitor. 
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As with Lecture Series I used the same Eizo monitor and averagely flashed up 600-1000 pages per 

image. Similarly there were a series of transformations and hybridity's used in the making of these, 

being tested first on a digital back before being committed to 5x4 piece of film over long durations 

of exposure again.  The digital tests revealed a colour cast that was a green/blue reminiscent of  ear-

ly cyanotypes and this feature was kept in the final versions. The edge of the monitor was included 

in the final image in an effort to again reveal something of the means of the images’ making.  This 

surprisingly looking a little like the edge of film rebate did in traditional photographic printing.  

  

ii)   Anatomie 

After much time in a darkened space watching these pages flick up on a monitor I was interested to 

interrogate the ‘planches’, the illustrated pages, further and take a series of pictures that revealed 

these extraordinary details but also drew attention to the alphabetical search systems of this era 

where topics range from anatomy and drawing to natural history and sewing.  In my mind, while 

making these works, was the use of keywords superseding the alphabetical system - but additionally 

I was thinking about opportunities to mine visual data available online in ways I had not previously 

considered.  

The digital files were broken down into their entries and grouped in this way, for example in the 

image of Anatomie there are six images from this section layered on top of each other, and similarly 

in barb … an image of wigs, each of the pages from the book are used.  These presented as works 

ranging from A-Z to reflect this particular system of organising alluding to a redundancy of this 

method through the use of  key-wording on platforms such as the internet.  The images themselves 

being abstractions, remind me of early line markings seen in pencil drawings while the blue shades 

from the light of the monitor would seem, similarly to the previous series, to nod to early photogra-

phy and the different shades of blue in cyanotypes of  early moments 

iii)  End papers 

This series is more firmly anchored to the physical objects of the books themselves that show the 

human interaction with such editions over the years.  Borrowed from an antiquarian book seller, 

after much deliberation, I identified these end papers as a good way to end this work, positioning 

these beginnings and ends of the books in their physical form.  Inside each of the encyclopaedias at 

the start and finish are the end pages pasted in, each of which have been decorated with a type of 

hand marbling effect.  The thing that particularly caught my interest was where at various times 
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there would have been a sign inside saying this book belonged to or was held by, which had been 

cut out by hand and pasted over with not quite matching paper.  These telling the same story as 

Wooldridge suggests in his text regarding the Support Structures series in many ways.  Wooldridge 

writes: 

They reveal not specific use, but an accumulation of traces, similar to the apparition-like marks 

of an invigilator against a gallery’s white wall over an exhibition’s long run. They reveal there-

fore, a deep history… 

          (Wooldridge, 2018) 

These physical traces are a reminder of what has been and of the nature of perfection inherent in the 

digital as by necessity,  losing these human, archaeological, evidential traces.  These images were 

shot digitally and then traditional medium format negatives were made from these files, from which 

a series of black and white hand prints were then made.  This continuing my interest in hybridity 

and the seamlessly fluid ways in which it is possible to work in this way.  Where possible all works 

submitted harness traces of photography’s own history, such as 8x10 film and the traditional black 

and white fibre-based print.  These are then presented alongside digital images made from monitors 

and pixels, further inviting consideration of how the medium of photography has similarly been in-

fluenced by this same move to ‘dematerialisation’. 

3.2 Exhibition 

On reviewing how best to show these collections of works for the final stages of my PhD I identi-

fied the gallery space as being central, standing in contrast to the medium of the screen that I refer 

to throughout and in the making of the work.  I identified that for me this method of display repre-

sents continuity with the tradition of showing both art and photography and offers an opportunity to 

consider the final materiality and form the work will take in a public space.  

As the work has at its core, an enquiry into the conditions of knowledge, and having been created in 

Oxford I believed Oxford would be a suitable place to first show the work.  There is to a degree a 
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connection with photography through Talbot and early picture makers but there is by no means an 

established art or photography ‘scene’ making this in some ways more challenging. 

In considering my venue choice initially I was keen on the Kendrew Barn at St John’s College, 

which is part of the university, but early on in my discussions it became apparent that there would 

be significant difficulties with hanging and access to the space.  I was mindful also that having 

made work that was about the displacement of knowledge and the dismantling of privileged  access 

to it that this choice felt contradictory in placing the work into a space which was not easily pub-

licly accessible. The location of the gallery space being in a relatively closed sanctum of the univer-

sity I felt would limit the accessibility and range of people who might see the work.  Instead I saw 

in another venue, The North Wall Arts Space, an opportunity to use a purpose-built contemporary 

gallery space with public access as an opportunity to display the work outside the university con-

fines.  Being connected with a busy theatre the space would host up to 200 people each night that 

the show was up and additionally be open and accessible to visitors each day.  

Although created as separate bodies of work each of the series pursues similar concerns and lines of 

enquiry that I felt would allow for them to be curated as one coherent show made of several com-

ponents. The umbrella title of Conditions of Knowledge would, I felt, give enough scope to include 

a wide selection that would both compliment and challenge each other to present a visually harmo-

nious and interesting show. 

The final curation of the show includes:   

• Sixteen images from Support Series, printed on a Hahnemuehle rag, size 60 cm by 50 cm.  After 

some experimentation with paper stocks I felt this paper stock gave the images the flat muted feel 

I was seeking although my initial thought had been to print the whole exhibition on one stock.  

These pictures were then framed in white frames and designed to be displayed in a grid series 

with two long rows, each containing eight images.  

• 6 images were included from the Lecture Series, these printed at a very large  scale to reveal the 

pixels within them which show the grid of the monitor they were photographed on, as previously 

mentioned, revealing traces of the methods of making.  These were printed on archival pigment 

paper at 140 cm x113cm, displayed framed, glazed in white floating frames.  Additionally two 
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reference images from the venues the lectures were recorded in were shown alongside these in a 

smaller square format (70 cm x 70 cm) connecting these abstractions with their physical spaces. 

• From the Encyclopédie works, six of the Anatomie series were selected (A-F).  These were print-

ed on the same archival pigment paper stock and at the exact size of the pages of the physical En-

cyclopédie being 38cm x 24cm. These also being displayed in a grid of two rows with three im-

ages in each and simply framed in thin white frames.  Four of the black and white fibre based 

prints are shown next to these in traditional black frames; the prints are 27.5 cm x 22 cm.  On the 

final wall four large images from the series of the Complete Volumes are shown.  Having run tests 

I felt that the paper used for the majority of the other works was too smooth for these. The images 

are very dark and I felt this was throwing the viewing eye off too quickly.  By opting to use a pa-

per with a bit more texture I felt that enough interest in the surface would be created without pro-

viding a distraction, something I discuss in more detail in my reflexive analysis.  These printed at 

90 cm x 59.7 cm, presented as simply framed, glassless, in black tray frames. 

Each of these series is shown in the accompanying volume submitted in part fulfilment as record of 

works made.  Additionally they are included in the appendix (See appendix 3).  The invitation, press 

release, wall text, exhibition guide, which includes a map showing the positioning of these various 

images within the spaces along with a bibliography and price list are also supplied (See appendix 

3). 

Instead of holding a traditional private view as an opening night, Paul Hobson (Director of Modern 

Art Oxford) agreed to host a publicly accessible ‘exhibition tour and question and answer session’ 

with me.  Accompanying the show I plan to do a series of talks and events at the venue.  Outside of 

this space there are a series of pop-ups being discussed with the Bodliean Library and the Saïd 

Business School that would include further showing of the works and talks in Oxford before it trav-

els further afield.  

3.3 Reflexive analysis of practical submission 

The exhibition took place between the 24th September and the 6th October 2018. It was visited by 

an examining body from the University of South Wales on the 28th September 2018.  This com-
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prised:  Professor Mark Durden,  Dr Eileen Little and Lisa Barnard. Dr Carole Baker from the Uni-

versity of Plymouth accompanied them in the capacity of an external examiner.   

My reflections on the exhibition are grouped into the following sections: 

i)  Reflection on the work in situ 

ii)  What emerged that had not been previously considered  

i)  Reflection on the work in situ 

The North Wall Arts Centre is a contemporary public arts space designed by London architects, 

Haworth Tompkins.  It has won several well-known architectural awards including receiving a 

RIBA award in 2008.  It is a space with plenty of natural light.  The walls had been recently redeco-

rated in preparation for the show so when I arrived everything was ready for my hang.   The map 

below in Fig. 34 presents the layout.  I have indicated which wall each series was hung on in this 

plan.  

     

   Fig. 34. Map of North Wall Gallery  

As discussed earlier in this chapter, my aim was to present images from three individually created 

bodies of work. I had identified that through careful curation I believed this would be possible but 

until I saw the works within the physical space I remained uncertain as to how well they would 
�107



‘speak’ to each.  My choice of this particular gallery space enabled the showing of them in one 

room, yet due to the architectural feature of having a concrete staircase in the middle of the room, I 

was further uncertain as to whether they would work around this or feel disrupted or, in part, ob-

scured by it.  Once the work was in situ and I was able to stand back from it in the space and con-

sider these concerns I felt that on balance these were needless worries.  In the two images of the 

show that follow visible are the series within the space that illustrate this point. 

 

Fig. 35 Joanna Vestey, 2018 North Wall             Fig. 36 Joanna Vestey, 2018 North Wall  

My reflections on the hang of each particular series are as follows: 

Support Series 

I felt that the Support Series work would display best on the long wall to the left of the entrance.  

This I felt would offer the opportunity to begin with a wall panel of text about the entire show and 

viewers could start from this point.  From above there is good natural light that washes down the 

wall and a discreet row of spotlights for use when required. By making this first decision I was able 

to consider how many images to use with this length of wall in mind and to consider how best to 

display them.  I felt that two rows of eight images hung five centimetres apart from each other  
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would provide the viewer a clean and simple method of seeing.  This was a method that would ref-

erence the typology and seriality seen in the work of the Becher's and of Ruscha, written about in 

Chapter 2.  This decision I felt provided a method of presentation that would create a space for the 

viewer to move backwards and forwards between each image, comparing and contrasting each sup-

port structure and scrutinising each for the clues that I suggested in the opening wall panel.    

See Fig. 37.  

 

Fig. 37 Joanna Vestey, 2018 North Wall 

Each of the bodies of work on display reflect my desire to return to the physical, to connect back in 

someway to either the place or the object that is absent from the image.  This is something that I 

wanted to be available and part of the story while not necessarily needing it to be obvious.  In the 

case of this work, the height that the lower line of foam sits at is taken from the desk I photographed 

the objects from in the Bodleian so in effect it is viewed at the same height as it would be in situ.   
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On reflecting upon this series, something I had not previously considered before viewing the work 

in the space was how complementary to the  work would be the hard-wearing materials of the 

gallery; the polished concrete, stained plywood panels and natural plywood slats would be.  The 

structure of the gallery space seemed to resonate with the architectural and sculptural forms sug-

gested by the supports themselves with their references to concrete and the Brutalist style of archi-

tecture. 

Lecture Series 

From this point my next series of resolutions related to how best to display the Lecture Series 

works.  I felt that the two further long walls around the edge of the room would offer enough space 

and prominence and could be made to work well.   Although these two walls are actually different 

lengths my intention was to hang the same number of images of the same sizes on each in an effort 

to divert attention from this fact.  These works are part of a much more extensive series but I felt 

selecting only six to display at a large size would create the impact I was looking for.  Additionally, 

as I previously noted, by doing this I was able to enlarge them to a point where the squares of the 

monitor were revealed.  This, as I presented in my earlier write-up about Support Series, linked 

these abstract representations back to the physical means by which they were created. Evidencing 

traces of the grid of the monitor on which they were played furthered this recurring theme.   

After several discussions with my supervisors we agreed that showing two of my reference images 

of chairs would further anchor these large abstract images back into the physical realm and draw 

attention back to the space in which the recordings were made.  The photograph of the chair repre-

senting something of a thin slice of time (the moment in which it was captured), the chair standing 

as silent witness to the many lectures and students who had listened to them.  These we considered 

would work best if given a different framing treatment and were hung at unique heights in the cor-

ners between the two walls.  See figures following. 
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Fig. 38 Joanna Vestey, 2018 North Wall        Fig. 39 Joanna Vestey, 2018 North  
             Wall  

In the planning of the show I spent considerable time thinking about how to show this series of 6 

with their image captions.  My choice was to elect for grey text letters on a white background that 

seemed in line with gallery protocol.   In seeing these on the wall I felt I had not got this decision 

right.  As several of the images began to sell I realised that when they would go on to be displayed 

in different environments most likely they would not be captioned and would lose the very relation-

ship between the text and the image that I had felt so important.  In researching this since I have be-

gun to consider whether some sort of embossed white lettering along the bottom of the frame that 

visibly stands out might work or whether to try and make something within the frame to add text 

too could be a possibility.  I am aware of the approach that Taryn Simon has used to resolve a simi-

lar issue in the presenting of her images of arranged flowers in Paperwork and the Will of Capital 

(2015).  Fig. 40 below shows the text inserted in to the actual frame.  This is something that I will 

spend further time working to resolve.  
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Fig. 40 Taryn Simon, Agreement Establishing the International Islamic Trade Finance Corporation Al-
Bayan Palace, Kuwait City, Kuwait, May 30, 2006; Paperwork and the Will of Capital, 2015.  

Encyclopédie 

In some ways the two plywood clad walls that surround the concrete stairs in the middle of the 

gallery space were more problematic in terms of how and what to hang on them. Having identified 

them as the walls that my Diderot works would sit on I began to consider how the sequencing of 

each of the three bodies of work within this area might best present them.  Endpapers I felt would 

work best as the final work to be seen, sitting as images of something physical and being made tra-

ditionally as handprints on Fibre-Based paper.  I hoped this would provide something of a full stop 

to what had been quite a busy journey through various objects and methods of making.  My hope 

was that the flow of the gallery would logically direct people first along the Support Systems wall, 

next through the two walls displaying the Lecture Series before encouraging a walking back 

through the four images from Complete Volumes.  This would then position the viewer in front of 

this final wall.  When facing this wall, as shown in fig. 40 below, the alphabetical works were 

shown to the left with the Endpapers to the right.  Critically reflecting on this particular work, the 

alphabetical series, I wondered whether the paper choice for this work was too smooth.  I had re-
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searched other rag and fine art papers and tried some Japanese papers but each time I felt they dis-

tracted from the other works in the exhibition.  I felt that they required too much explanation as to 

why I had made a sudden shift in paper type.  On balance in this environment I think this was the 

right decision but I am aware that if I were to show them again they would need further considering 

if they were to work alone. One idea that I have had is this: as each is made of six pages from the 

Encyclopèdie, instead of printing each as one flat image to print each page on a piece of glass and 

layer six unique pages, sheets of glass, on top of each other.  This also references the glass plates 

from the mediums beginnings.  For this particular show I feel this would have been one step too far 

as there were already a lot of different ideas being used in one space. 

The four Endpapers were on the right side in a straight line in classical black frames with white 

mounts.  Having invited viewers to consider the physical and the abstract, the digital and the ana-

logue, my hope was that by finishing on this series, which displayed the physicality of  the Ency-

clopèdie and notions of conservation, the book and the traditional methods of the darkroom would 

also be considered.  These, in some way I felt offered a gentle swan-song to the shift in material 

presence, noting a passing.  

 

Fig. 40 Joanna Vestey, 2018 North Wall    Fig. 41 Joanna Vestey, 2018 North Wall        
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ii) What emerged that had not been previously considered  

As I stood in the space to consider the work as a whole, I felt what emerged was a sense of journey-

ing through the physical and the digital, the permanent and the fleeting.  These themes had obvious-

ly been in my mind as I made each of the bodies of work, but on viewing them together and in the 

chosen sequence I had a heightened sense of their impact.  As I discussed the work with visitors it 

became clear that I had invited them to journey through various materials, the digital print, the hand 

print, works made on 10 x8 negative and on a monitor, and to subtly allude to the range of mediums 

available today to the practitioner.   Where I had understood that my practice was made through 

variously hybrid approaches it was not until I saw it hung together that I fully understood how this 

might work. 

Visible within this new series of works shown is the emergence of new influences to my practice.   

This is evidenced, for example, in references to the earliest moments in the fixing of the fleeting 

and the capturing of the invisible in Lecture Series and in the blue tones used in the Diderot works, 

although made on a monitor these are reflecting the chemistry used in the early cyanotypes.  The 

Support Systems work connected back to the seriality and minimalism of the 1960s, reflecting a ty-

pological approach and a leaning towards ideas-led approaches associated with contemporary art 

practice.  In writing this thesis, each of these areas I had been perusing and researching became vis-

ible to me only when I was standing in the space with the works on the wall  before me.  I was 

aware of the distance my practice had travelled in evolving from the work I had previously been 

making and how it had been influenced by and shaped by my lines of enquiry.  For me, for this rea-

son particularly, the show felt like a turning point in my career.  Where previously, as stated both in 

the Introduction and in Chapter 3,  I had worked in the more traditional documentary/realist way I 

had, more often than not, been working for a charity or a commision so had made work that drew 

attention to a cause or product.  This was the first solo show I had had as an artist.  On a personal 

level, having the Director of Modern Art Oxford, Paul Hobson, speak to an audience of around 60 

people on the opening night with me about the show for 45 minutes provided validation of this new 

approach.  A full transcript of this interview is included (See appendix 4).  The show received atten-

tion from PhotoMonitor, The Oxford Times, The British Journal of Photography and Uncertain 
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States who have each agreed to write about the work.   Several galleries have expressed interest in 

holding the work and I have been invited to show the full series of Support Series within a group 

show of artists who are interested in the book as a volume, as the container and placeholder of 

knowledge.  The full collection will first go to be shown in Antwerp.  Having taken on the financial 

exposure of holding the show and framing the work it was a relief that the sales from the show gen-

erated enough income to cover the associated costs. 

In reflecting on this new work, Conditions of Knowledge,  there are apparent continuities between 

my early work and my doctoral work which concern not only the level of quality but also time, the 

temporal quality and the pose.  Additionally, there are notions of waiting and of holding and pro-

tecting but these are implied in a more abstract way than in any previous works I had made.   In the 

previous chapter I identified Simon as having aligned herself with ‘art’ rather than ‘photography’ in 

her ambitions which I believe becomes an increasingly attractive opportunity to consider in this 

‘post’ or ‘beyond photographic’ environment. 

Throughout my processes of making I have been acutely aware of the physical limitations of the 

medium and have found myself consistently disappointed by the end result of the photographic 

print as final medium.  In my early experiments, one of my questions to myself had been whether I 

could add something further. In some way I had been hoping to disrupt the flat surface of the final 

photograph and embed something, creating more than just a surface level image.  This idea I exper-

imented with through long exposures, the use of alternative light sources and the use of multi-layers 

of images.  As with a painting, attempting to create a work that contained more of an ‘essence’ or 

‘aura’ that held something more of the making process or maker in its creation.   

Where light flickers on brush strokes revealing evidence of a form of three-dimensional mark mak-

ing, the photographic surface, especially the modern digital print, reflects light but off a completely 

smooth surface.  This throws off the viewer’s eye more quickly due to its inherent flatness, the pig-

ment sitting at surface level being in contrast to the more traditional mediums of layered density of 

past image making.  Francis Hodgson (2013) raised this same issue speaking of a ‘dwell time’ sug-

gesting that photographic prints when shown on the wall are problematic in that the viewer’s eye is 

not held in any way as the surface is too smooth.  Hodgson proposed several considerations about 

how practitioners might retain the viewer’s attention that bit longer suggesting within the works a, 

‘mixing of cultural references’ or a deliberate mixing of images such as the ‘fashion shot with the 
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snapshot’ could help trick the brain.  More pertinently to my work he presented the idea of moving 

away from the realist framework.  His suggestion was that by making work that offered insights 

into the genre and revealed the photographer’s thoughts, basically suggesting a method of working 

that was more aligned with the genre of ‘conceptual’ art as discussed in Chapter 2, the viewer could 

be engaged more successfully intellectually as well as through the visual experience. 

I am aware that I have not been able to overcome my sense of disappointment about the photo-

graphic surface as a final medium but I feel in line with Hodgson's last point referenced in the pre-

vious paragraph my new work goes some way to doing this.  Working as Hodgson proposes, in a 

more intellectual way than I have previously I feel I have made work that has a consistent approach 

which references ‘contemporary art’ rather than solely traditional photography.  By using a more 

experimental ‘conceptual’ approach I feel I have been able to invite my audience to read these pic-

tures in a new way, through being able to provide access to an intellectual idea but then to have 

stepped aside and let them engage with it on their own terms.   

One of my challenges to myself had been to see if I could make work that would overcome the 

sense of photography as being so commonplace and pervasive, making it stand apart from the 

‘ubiquitous’ (Hand, 2012) nature of the medium, the screen based, and the immediate, within our 

everyday lives and return to something that felt more magical, slower, more considered.  A final 

continuity with Talbot perhaps being through the joy of the medium’s capacity to depict the world 

in new and unexpected ways.  In many ways I felt I was working both with and against photography 

and it has been something of a journey of overcoming and discovery. 
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CONCLUSION  

History provides a frame of reference that simultaneously grounds our relationships with the her-

itage on the one hand and with contemporary creation on the other. 

         (Fontcuberta, 2004: 12) 

As I identified in my introduction, as a practitioner making work over a period of 20 years, who has 

witnessed seismic shifts within the medium of photography and its various applications, I have used 

the space of my PhD to research and make work about the areas I have felt best encapsulated the 

transformations I have observed.  In trying to find solid ground and an original voice for my own 

research I identified three questions which I wished to research further to better understand the 

changed landscape in which the medium now resides.   

My first line of enquiry was concerned with understanding photography when considered alongside 

the notion of specific eras and what it can reveal of them.  I took as my starting point the work of  

Batchen and Fontcuberta, both of whom had identified Foucault and specifically his work on rup-

tures, epistemes and his proposal of an ‘archaeological’ approach within their writings.  My re-

search asked that if at the earliest moments of photography’s history we find, through the work and 

discoveries of Talbot, that the medium was inherently bound up with the Victorian quest for proof, 

order and a hunger for new knowledge, inherently connected with the moment of Empiricism, what 

could be understood by taking this same line of questioning of work made today?   What further 

could the medium be asked to reveal about the present moment and the associated socio-technolog-

ical changes and the current position of photography? To historically ground this work I used Ox-

ford, and specifically photographic work that was bound up with the university to locate this re-

search.  Again it was to Talbot that I turned, specifically to the photographs he made in the city as 

this presented an opportunity to explore photography and its relation to the order and processing of 

knowledge at the time, and provided a point in which to return to when exploring the present mo-

ment.  Parr’s Oxford body of work I positioned as a further opportunity to offer a counterpoint in 

exploring how differently the university has been photographed today but, more importantly, as an 
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example of a body of work which raises many of the key areas of change I argue have taken place 

in the light of the giddy technological transformations - changes such as the shift in the privileged 

position of the photographer, image sharing via social media, networked connectivity and the 

change in workflow required to edit tens of thousands of shot images on a computer.  For this I 

turned to the writing of Hand who said:  

Given the sheer range of available images, the extent to which they can be remade, and the num-

ber of sources from which they may be drawn, it seems clear that the centred perspective of the 

photographer is no longer the dominant perspective through which the world is ‘seen’. 

          (Hand, 2012: 77) 

  

I identify that where Talbot enthuses over photography and its potential uses, Parr appears some-

what bored by it, utilising a more scatter-gun approach to his work in contrast to more meticulously 

considered work.  I identify Parr as working in a time with increasingly less regard for the individ-

ual photographer of this type of work and as making pictures that are, in many ways, indistinguish-

able from those of other contemporary photographers present at the same event.  My own realisa-

tion was that, as a practitioner, to continue to make work that is relevant today, new methodological 

approaches must be adopted to become distinct from the overwhelming number of images being 

created.  In the light of this I turned to the work of Ross and Höfer, who, though not photographing 

in Oxford, similarly made work in spaces that are concerned with the holding and distributing of 

knowledge and objects related to this.  I identified that part of the success of their work was in the 

moving away from the making of single images in favour of working in series.   Where Parr was 

identified as being spontaneous and responsive to an emerging scene both of these practitioners, I 

positioned as taking a longer, more considered approach. 

In seeking to understand this further my second line of enquiry asked to what have practitioners 

turned for meaning once a detachment from the realist framework has taken place?  Fontcuberta 

proposed that, ‘issues of meaning will take precedence over issues of representation’  (Fontcuberta, 

2004: 12).  However, my own argument is that this had already been the case and did not begin 

from the recent point he is referring too.  Instead of identifying this shift as being ushered in by the 

move to digital ways of working and access to content online I argued that this methodological ap-

proach was begun by Ed Ruscha in the 1960s.  This supported my argument in Chapter 1 where I 

propose a continuous, more linear way of viewing the emergent changes.  My research of the 
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methodologies studied in Chapters 1 and 2 led me to argue that instead of this present moment be-

ing considered a point of, ‘genuine rupture’ (Hand, 2012: 62) it is this continuous rather than dis-

continuous model, which I have found more useful and which I showed related back to the writing 

of Foucault.  As I identify, through my own experience, digital photography would seem to extend 

rather than ‘rupture’ many of the medium’s trajectories.   While the ‘Second Machine Age’ (Bryn-

jolfsson and McAfee, 2014) may be seen as a point of inflection from which technical systems have 

shifted seismically and unrecognisably since the original machine age, I present a journey that 

shows practitioners working today as not effected so much by a radical displacement ushered in by 

this particular moment, but as working within a ‘disruption’ that had its origins in the 1960s.  

I identified seriality and the notion of ‘the score’, the prescriptive instruction to be followed, as 

emerging at this point and as something that has remained a powerful way of making work that re-

mains of particular relevance in this present moment.  I drew on the work of Ruscha and Simon to 

further investigate this.  Both of them I present as eschewing the realism of Talbot and early photog-

raphy ‘in favour of rigorous serial form and deadpan images’ (Batchen, 2011: 9), which reflected a 

form of photo-conceptualism that leant heavily on systems of seriality and repetition in making 

work that followed the instruction laid out by the title.   Today there is a proliferation of photogra-

phy that appropriates, recombines, cuts and pastes and while this is not at the core of my research 

interest what became clear as I wrote was that the origins of this were actually much earlier than has 

been previously identified.  Fontcuberta stated that; ‘appropriability is more than just a feature of 

digital content: it emerges as the new paradigm of post-photographic culture’ (Fontcuberta, 2015: 

7).  This is a paradigm I position as being informed by the methodological approaches utilised by 

Ruscha in the making of  Thirty-four Parking Lots in Los Angeles,1967.  I further identified the will 

to accumulation as being consistent with the ideologies of early collectors and museums positioning 

it as something of an extension of the acquiring and cataloguing habits of the Victorians. 

Returning to photography’s origins, Talbot, in his text to A Scene in A Library identifies the limita-

tions of the photographic medium, pointing to the inability of film and the camera to reveal the ‘se-

crets’ of the dark chamber in which people are gathered.  A close reading of this accompanying text 

suggests that, at this early moment Talbot was aware that where the technological functions were 

curtailed by the mechanics of the day there were social and cultural relationships and details that the 

photograph could similarly never reveal.  As Maimon suggested, this is because it involves a differ-

ent kind of ‘truth’, positioning this as one that addresses the ‘imagination and not the senses’ (Mai-
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mon, 2015: 189). The practitioners I identify in this work have increasingly turned to the ‘imagina-

tion’, to the academic idea, in choosing ways of creating meaning increasingly in preference to ‘the 

senses’ and the materiality of the physical object of the photograph itself.   

In my third and final line of enquiry I identified that at the core of my own research interest as a 

visual artist/photographer, lay a desire to explore visually the shift from the physical stored past to 

the increasingly non-material digital present.  This I identified as being fundamental as a way of 

evidencing and discussing the shift in ‘era’ or ‘episteme’ that would appear to be taking place 

somewhat out of sight, something Fontcuberta termed as an ‘invisible disruption’ (Fontcuberta, 

2015: 10).  My own practice sought to accentuate the growing distance between the increasingly 

ephemeral present and the physical supports of the past, alluding to the broadening gap between 

information and object.  This I did while simultaneously presenting a platform to evidence the in-

creasingly networked, connected, digitised way in which knowledge is today held and accessed.  

My starting point for this was to identify the book as an object that could be used to discuss both the 

past and the future, and to present a way in which to explore my conclusion that traditional media is 

increasingly becoming detached from its means, a theme which I further explored in the podcast.   

In a circuitous way I felt that photography’s connection with both the library and the book, via The 

Pencil of Nature, remained relevant and provided an opportunity for me to continue to return to the 

book as a way of grounding my discussions.  

In contrast to the qualities integral to Talbot’s account of the medium, the fixing of the moment, the 

evidential detail, and proof, my photographs do not work as photographs as such.  Yet it seems to 

me that my recent work has, in its dealing with the more ephemeral, the invisible, curiously swung 

into line with early photography’s absorption with this same interest in capturing the fleeting and 

the transient.  My work has still been concerned with making pictures but in a way that is distinctive 

from before, as a response to increasingly digital sources such as in response to sound waves and 

images displayed on screens.  In making work that has leant to a conceptual methodology, I do part 

company with the formalist, realist methods.  Where abstraction as an approach is interwoven into 

my new work, it still remains grounded and attentive to the need for the physical throughout.  

In my research it would seem that the turning to binaries such as emergence versus obsolescence, 

the digital and analogue, the physical and immaterial, and the representational versus abstraction 

paradigms has been unsatisfactory.  Where I have used these oppositions I hope to have done so as 
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‘beginning threads’, as ways into thinking differently rather than becoming marooned with their 

competing realities.  My practice has given me a site to experiment with but not privilege digital 

over analogue, or vice versa, in making work.  My own research has shown me that it is in the oscil-

lating between them, in the extending of each end of each spectrum that a renewed understanding 

and knowledge has been gleaned, again furthering the notion of the digital as extending rather than 

collapsing the medium.  Simultaneously, while making this work I had a nagging awareness of the 

somewhat uncomfortable questions raised about what it means to be a practitioner today having 

presented, in Chapter 1, that photography and increasingly the role of the ‘photographer’,  has wit-

nessed a shift from its former privileged position.  Throughout my research into this displacement I 

have been constantly considering how to make work that remains relevant and speaks of the present 

rather than a past moment.  In this I am reminded of a quote by Walter Benjamin who stated: 

As the entire mode of existence of human collectives changes over long historical periods so too 

does their mode of perception. The way in which human perception is organised—the medium in 

which it occurs—is conditioned not only by nature but by history.  

         (Benjamin, 1936: 23) 

Through the context of making work as research I have found an opportunity to push my own prac-

tice beyond the earlier moments more aligned with Talbot and Delamotte in ways I could not previ-

ously imagine.  In my final presentation of work I explore the evolving narrative of where the 

medium is said to now reside.  This work explores the structures emerging through exposing order 

and process in order to present how knowledge is being transformed and the condition in which it 

now finds itself.    

I suggest that where we are now, in the digital era, with photographing a common practice for 

many, is to feel that we are waiting for some further development to occur.  If we are to be alive in a 

post-modern reality where there are no longer such over-arching explanatory ‘grand narratives’ by 

which we can explain ourselves to ourselves, then from where may consolation and clarity be de-

rived? We appear to have travelled a long way from the certainties of Talbot’s era, however provi-

sional they may have been, to the current state of epistemological relativism.  In such a context, 

perhaps one way forward to further understand photography and its embracing of digital multiplici-

ties is to be conscious of notions of ‘new’ materialism which would seem to have become some-

thing of an umbrella term used to consider emerging theoretical perspectives that share the ‘re-turn 
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to a focus on matter… within which by focusing on materiality a number of dichotomies that have 

been at the core of social sciences and the humanities can be re-thought’  Monteforte (2018).  This 

‘new’ as Monteforte asserts ‘does not come by criticising the old nor by improving it, but rather by 

radically questioning all the barriers that supported its logic’  Monteforte (2018). 

A distinct drive within ‘new’ materialism is towards a kind of simplification when considering the 

world at which the camera ‘looks’.  Fox and Alldred (2018) state that, although the materiality un-

der consideration may be described as ‘plural, open, complex and contingent’, the underpinning on-

tology is ‘flat’ or ‘monist’ driving our attention away from the hierarchies and structures with which 

we are familiar.  In this, our way of looking at the world is susceptible to change, as presented in the 

earlier quote of Benjamin’s.  By focusing on materiality a number of dichotomies that have been at 

the core of social sciences and the humanities are being re-thought.  This offers a position from 

which to challenge the distinctions evident in prior schools of knowledge by inviting further con-

sideration of the ‘continuities’, ‘fluxes’ and ‘becomings’ that construct the world around us, instead 

of via structural or systemic ‘explanations’ of how societies and cultures work (Latour, 2005: 130).  

Exactly how for the new materialist position helps in relationship to the medium of photography is I 

feel perhaps too early to determine.  

THE END  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Appendix  2   

Included as supplied by Wooldridge 

The Ready at Hand and the Book To Come: 
Joanna Vestey’s Negotiating an Absence 

Duncan Wooldridge 

In his infamous analysis of  tools, Martin Heidegger drew a distinction between the states of  an ob-

ject being ‘ready at hand’ and ‘present to hand’. His observation, that the ‘ready at hand’ object is 

one we use without a consciousness of  its properties – we only notice a hammer when it fails in its 

duty – acutely mirrors both the photograph and the book. The technologies and supports of  both 

image and text are things we ignore in the task of  gathering information, looking at an image or 

reading. We might update Heidegger’s observation, however: the ‘ready at hand’ tool also emerges 

to us when it has been superceded by a new technology with a similar purpose. In the compulsion to 

see the new as superior, the properties of  the old are also revealed.  

Such technological updating aside, Heidegger’s tool is evident in the art historical notion of  the sup-

port: here, only in the language of  modernism’s medium reflexivity, have we considered it’s pres-

ence. In modern or concrete painting, the ‘support’ is the canvas or linen with its flatness and ab-

sorbent properties, which determines what is to be painted; in poetry, the white of  the page is a 

space that is part of  the poem’s reading and therefore its meaning. Elsewhere, the support or tool 

elides our consciousness. Supports do not only facilitate the reading or viewing of  an image or text, 

but also frames the conditions of  encounter: a support might be invisible, but the image, object or 

document may depend or rest upon it.  It may shape the very means by which we see and use what 

we are to work with. It often takes a technological or epistemological break to bring such objects 

into view.    

A book is held in the hands whilst the reader encounters what is laid down in a text. In our close at-

tention, we hold it at a close yet comfortable distance. Between the resting of  the arms and the limits 
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of  the eyes and neck, a balance occupies the body, in order to place the book at the centre. Given 

over to it, we are absorbent, enclosed with our upper torso folded around the object. Such a state is 

both receptive and semi-passive – the book enters the body or washes over us.  

As much as this describes a romantic and intimate idea of  reading, and the close attention that the 

book might have induced in us, it is only half  the story of  the book. The rarity of  early codices, and 

the cost of  building a collection meant that they were objects of  communal study (and it is perhaps 

only a sign of  our neoliberal times that community libraries are displaced by individual possession). 

When a book has historic or communal importance, our enfolding proximity to it changes – it is in-

tended for posterity, and for many readers. The individual user’s gestures – holding the book to read 

it, cracking its spine, or marking the pages – become a threat to the long-term use that the book may 

provide.  

When we are studying such a book, and using it in depth, the book has a different place in relation 

to our body. It is set on a desk, in our range of  vision, but just to the side. If  you are left handed (as I 

am), the book probably rests to the right. On the centre left, a notepad, or perhaps a keyboard, takes 

the other space. Here, the body can rest, and move gently from one side to another, as reading pro-

duces, as it does here, transcription – note taking, quotation, or analysis, or as the act of  writing of-

ten requires, verification. We move between supports: from note paper or word processor, to the 

book and its support. Where the book is rare, valuable or fragile, it will be resting upon a support. 

New tablet computers come with just such devices, with the aim of  orienting the screen towards our 

vision.   

Staggered in layers, and made of  inclined and flat planes, the book support is an object of  utility 

with architectural forms. Whilst some are ornate, baroque or rococo, the majority are of  a utilitari-

an international style, engineered with a form that follows function. Lined up, they are like the 

pitched roofs of  terraced houses, rising and falling. Some are low lying whilst others are stepped or 

stacked steeply. Each plays with gravity and friction: just as the roof  is designed for rain and snow to 

slide down its surface gently, the rest draws the book into its centre, to a join or well which collects 

the spine and allows the book to hold laterally by the foam’s friction. This form of  the book support, 

familiar to researchers, originates in Oxford at the historic Bodleian Library, with the conservator 

Christopher Clarkson. It has been widely replicated, and is a familiar and now unquestioned sight.  

Joanna Vestey has photographed the many book supports of  the Bodleian, to produce a typology 

that reveals their subtle variations and architectural resonances. But whilst the forms of  the supports 
�137



are telling, the project is also an enquiry into the conditions of  knowledge: Vestey’s project sees in 

the book support an object that reveals the specific conditions of  both libraries and books as forms, 

at the same time as noting their seeming disappearance, or disappearance to come, under the condi-

tions of  digital knowledge. The support is a signal of  the infrastructure and history of  knowledge 

resulting from the form of  the book – supports were developed as the ageing and wear of  books be-

came coupled with ever more sophisticated understanding in the field of  conservation. Vestey 

presents a large array of  such supports: they speak of, perhaps even stand for, the wide range of  

books and their subjects. They are an archive of  what has been and an object that speaks of  a 

knowledge to come. We look in detail at these utilitarian objects, and they reveal not specific use, but 

an accumulation of  traces, similar to the apparition-like marks of  a invigilator against a gallery’s 

white wall over an exhibitions long run. They reveal therefore, a deep history, whilst also prompting 

consideration as to whether the form of  the book is truly going to change, as books remain absent 

from their waiting supports.   

The materiality of  the support draws our attention not to what any one book contains, but the uses 

of  books more generally. Each support alludes to the many volumes that have rested upon it, and 

here the act of  reading also becomes the gathering of  specialized knowledge and its redistribution 

over time. Such knowledge gathered is not simply a collecting, but a restructuring of  what can and 

should be known. Knowledge is used and circulated, valued by being made current, but also by be-

ing given space. In the act of  reading from a book rested upon a support, information is received 

and re-articulated – as a note, a sentence or as a citation placed into the world – a knowledge be-

coming, in-formation. In our present, one piece of  information quickly follows another: contempo-

rary content is made to be redundant, and images and texts are quickly followed by others that 

quickly slot into their place. The seeming dematerialisation of  this knowledge renders it placeless 

and leaves much of  it without trace. Umberto Eco, who has frequently dismissed the claim that the 

book will be replaced by the digital copy, has asserted that “the Internet provides a fantastic store of  

information, but offers no filters, whereas education is about not only transmitting information but 

also teaching the criteria for selecting it.” Vestey’s images reveal something of  that slowness, that 

choice that must emerge from mass. We move from image to image, in a comparative mode. Look-

ing closely, and comparing, her images make researchers of  us. What has been valued in the present 

is not the distribution of  ideas, but the act of  circulating, the quantity of  circulation take place, as if  

mass equates to efficacy. Vestey’s typology of  the book support shows us something different in the 

book’s material form: the distinct physical customization of  the support reveals not only traces but 

also the bespoke accommodation of  book and reader. Each support is tailored to hold a specific 

form of  book, to allow it to rest, or to keep it tightly bound. It provides friction as opposed to rapid 
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movement, and it calls for time to be taken – there is a labour in the ritual of  preparing the book 

and its support, which encourages the making-worthwhile of  that venture.  

Alongside the labour that such a book encourages, it’s condition of  display and its arrangement on 

our table gives up the book to its reader. A kind of  hospitality or generosity that the book proposes is 

often referred to as a commonwealth, something that exists beyond mere possession. The knowledge 

inside a book is a commonwealth, whilst its paper and spine might be possessed. A book gives up its 

information as we stand in the library or bookshop and browse through its pages. As the transmis-

sion of  digital information moves from being non-hierarchical to servicing commercial needs, and as 

books are controlled through digital licences prioritizing those with capital, we might wonder 

whether the spaces of  digital communication will replace the book, but also close it behind virtual 

walls. To recognize this, we might have to detach knowledge briefly from its container. The physical 

book can be itself  a commodity, of  course – though this fetish is not for the words so much as the 

age of  its printing – but its common form is more everyday: a copy at home, or the library book, or 

which has been passed from person to person. It encourages precise but continued exchange that 

produces and maintains the space of  the social, into a commonwealth. We need not fear or valorize 

new technology – just as we should not be nostalgic for past forms – but we must question the effica-

cy of  each technology in its fullest consequences .  1

In another of  his essays on the subject, Umberto Eco recalls a parodic advertisement that he en-

countered, which applied a similar evangelical promotion to analogue devices as it did digital ones. 

Its effect is strangely leveling. Promoting the ‘Built-In Orderly Organised Knowledge’ device 

(BOOK), he recalls an object that can claim 	 

“No wires, no battery, no electronic circuits, no switches or buttons, it is compact and por-

table – you can even use it while you’re sitting in an armchair by the fire. It’s a sequence of  

numbered sheets of  recyclable paper, each of  which contains thousands of  bits of  informa-

tion. These sheets are held together in the correct sequence by an elegant device called a 

binding.  

 If our books and images are to be transferred to digital spaces, we must negotiate two final factors: the first, is to compare the material actuality of 1
the book with the material actuality of the tablet, the digital network, and network storage. The second is to consider the qualities of attention of both 
devices. It is necessary for us to demythologize the dematerialization of the network – to see it for its messy materiality, and server storage, in cli-
mate-sensitive landscapes. If this can equate to less energy and material use than the book, then digital spaces become attractive propositions. The 
second challenge cuts the centre of the philosophy of the network: how is a quality of attention that facilitates the in-depth acquisition and use of 

knowledge enabled on a platform that has heretofore produced a 24/7 culture of constant distraction? Such a challenge to transform the digital net-
work, and to remove it from the predominantly consumptive logic upon which it is currently based, is one of the biggest barriers to the long-term use 
of the Internet as a viable technological infrastructure and social tool. At present, the technological space of our digital culture is a space of disappear-
ances, smoke and mirrors. How much energy does our digital memory consume, being constantly switched on, primed for action? 
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Each page is scanned optically and the information is registered directly in the brain. There 

is a “browse” control that allows you to pass from one page to another, either forward or 

back, with a single flick of  the finger. By using the “index” feature you can immediately find 

the information you want on the exact page. You can also buy an accessory called a 

“BOOKmark”, which enables you to return to where you left off  in the previous session, 

even if  the BOOK has been closed.” 

Eco’s account is a useful reminder as a step away from both nostalgia and technological positivism. 

It allows us to recall that technological advances are both necessary but are also, sometimes, false 

prophecies. Any such evaluation about the accumulation and dissemination of  our knowledge re-

quires a more lengthy and complex negotiation of  what we know and how we come to use and ap-

ply that information. Vestey’s project captures the library in this very moment of  its evaluation: 

whilst libraries digitize ancient tomes, they balance the demands and potentials of  each decision. 

Negotiating an Absence is therefore also a study not only of  the library and the book’s potentially disap-

pearing form, but also the quandary of  institutions of  knowledge, which must necessarily look both 

into the past and towards the future. It echoes Stéphane Mallarmé’s project 19th century project ‘Le 

Livre’ (the book), in which the poet imagines a volume comprising “all existing relations between 

everything.” Mallarmé’s book was, he writes in 1866, going to be comprised of  five volumes, though 

as Maurice Blanchot has pointed out, he arrived at this only after considering originally that it 

would be “many tomes”. Blanchot remarks on something important for Mallarmé’s thought, but 

also for the book in general: it is a multiplicity. Is not the book, like the image, both a thing and not a 

thing, an object that could be ‘ready at hand’ and ‘present to hand’, used and contemplated, in not 

one, but many forms? Is this not the very condition of  knowledge, a logical paradox of  the concrete 

and the fluid, of  presence and absence at one and the same time? A useful analogy is to remember 

that the book is, both Mallarmé and Blanchot suggest, architectural. And so the architectonic panels 

of  the book support tell us something: they both preserve knowledge whilst striking a curiously fu-

turist note: they have hard edges and oscillating planes, but contain the classical knowledge of  an-

cient texts. Is the future perhaps already in the book?  

  

January 2018, London.  

Bio: 

Duncan Wooldridge is an Artist and Writer. He is the Course Director of  Photography at Camber-

well College of  Arts, University of  the Arts London (UAL).  
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The North Wall Arts Centre are delighted to present 
Conditions of Knowledge, a solo exhibition of  
photographs by award winning artist/photographer 
Joanna Vestey. Joanna continues her photographic 
exploration into spaces and objects that relate to  
the production and holding of knowledge. Best known 
for her large format interior images made in such 
physical spaces of academia as libraries and lecture 
theatres, these new abstract works, in contrast, are 
responsive to the fleeting and ephemeral nature of 
electronic media. Shown at the North Wall for the  
first time, Conditions of Knowledge explores the 
digitisation of knowledge and the way in which  
screen-based media and digital networked storage  
allow for new kinds of engagement. Through the  
use of both physical and digital forms a space is  
created to consider methods of the past alongside 
future possibilities for the accessing and sharing  
of knowledge. 

Speaking of the images Joanna said, ‘In previous works  
I had turned my lens on those tangible parts of 
academia where knowledge is produced and stored 
such as the libraries and lecture theatres, the 
repositories and cabinets. Conditions of Knowledge 
stands, in contrast, as an enquiry into how knowledge 
is ‘handled’ today, given the ephemeral nature of 
electronic media. My hope is that the works create a 
space to consider both the methods of the past and  
the future possibilities for the accessing of knowledge.’

Writing of one of the series included, artist, writer and 
curator Duncan Wooldridge said, ‘Vestey’s project sees 
in the book support an object that reveals the specific 
conditions of both libraries and books as forms, at the 
same time as noting their seeming disappearance, or 
disappearance to come, under the conditions of digital 
knowledge… They are an archive of what has been  
and an object that speaks of a knowledge to come.’

JOANNA VESTEY
CONDITIONS OF 
KNOWLEDGE

The Hippocratic Paradox: When is Resuscitating a Patient Doing Them Harm?  
Dr Elizabeth Dzeng, Green Templeton College, Oxford. September 15th 2016

‘O Say Can You See?’ Art, propaganda and the First World War Professor David Lubin.  
Rothermere American Institute, Oxford. February 28th 2017

The North Wall Gallery 
South Parade Summertown
Oxford OX2 7JN

24 September – 6 October 2018

25 September 6.30 – 7.30pm 
Paul Hobson, Director of Modern Art Oxford,  
in conversation with Joanna Vestey

PRESS RELEASE
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Biography

Joanna Vestey is a photographer based in Oxford, 
England, who is making images that explore the 
presentation and digitisation of knowledge. She studied 
photography at the Surrey Institute of Art and Design 
and at Bezalel Academy in Jerusalem. She holds MAs  
in Social Anthropology and Development from the 
School of Oriental and African Studies, London 
University and in Photography from the Newport 
School of Documentary Photography. Her work  

has been widely commissioned, published and  
exhibited both in the UK and abroad and is held  
by several collections including the National Portrait 
Gallery. Her recent series Custodians was published  
as a book by the Ashmolean Museum, Oxford  
in 2015. Conditions of Knowledge is a selection of 
work made in partial completion for her PhD, being 
undertaken at the European Centre for Documentary  
Research, Cardiff.

Notes to editors 

Joanna Vestey: Conditions of Knowledge takes place at  
The North Wall Gallery,  
South Parade, Summertown,  
Oxford OX2 7JN

Exhibition 
24th September – 6 October 2018

Gallery open 
Monday – Friday: 10am – 4pm
Saturday: 12pm – 4pm

Press preview 
September 24th, 2010 10am – 4pm by appointment. 
Interviews available upon request.
Extracts from a new essay by Duncan Wooldridge  
available on request, along with quotes from  
Mark Durden.

Exhibition tour
25 September 6.30 – 7.30pm 
Paul Hobson, Director of Modern Art Oxford, in  
conversation with Joanna Vestey.

From the series; Support Systems, 2016

For press information and images please contact

Lisa Agasee 
07970 727801
lisa@onewomanworkforce.com

Joanna Vestey
07767 684368
jophoto@me.com

Amy Walters 
01865 319452
waltersa@thenorthwall.com
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In previous works I had turned my lens on the  
tangible structures of academia where knowledge is 
produced and stored, such as the libraries and  
lecture theatres, the repositories and the cabinets. 
Conditions of Knowledge stands, in contrast, as an 
enquiry into how knowledge can be ‘handled’, given 
the ephemeral nature of electronic media. While still 
mindful of older modes of storage and communication 
relating to the construction and delivery of knowledge, 
Conditions of Knowledge explores the transformations 
that are unfolding in the contemporary moment. 
Screens and digital storage systems are, on the one 
hand, bringing about an unravelling of many of the 
previous structures used yet are opening up new  
kinds of engagement with information and allowing  
an accessibility not previously possible. 

I saw in three items – the book support, the lecture  
and Denis Diderot’s Encyclopédie – an opportunity  
to reflect on these changes. The materiality of the 
Support Systems, which could hold palpable forensic 
clues, such as the traces of leather, metals from  
lettering and fibres from papers, stands in stark  
contrast to the increasingly ‘immaterial’ form books 

may take in the digital future. Visual abstractions of  
the intellectual life of Oxford University are presented 
in Lecture Series, which take as their starting point  
audio recordings of lectures, many of which are 
available online as podcasts. The sounds have been 
converted into images. And lastly, the Encyclopédie, 
which stood as a pivotal work of the Enlightenment,  
has been pictured through fleeting traces of the 
digitised version made available through the Artfl 
Projects work. Included also are details of the  
end-papers of the physical books – inviting reflections 
on the use of these books in the traditional 
repositories of the library, contrasted with their  
digital versions now universally accessible to all. 

Where possible they harness traces of photography’s 
own history, such as 8x10 film and the traditional black 
and white fibre-based print. These are then presented 
alongside digital images made from monitors and pixels, 
reflecting how the medium of photography has similarly 
been influenced by the move to ‘dematerialisation’.  
My hope is that the works create a space to consider 
both the methods of the past and the future 
possibilities for the accessing of knowledge. 

JOANNA VESTEY
CONDITIONS OF 
KNOWLEDGE

24 September – 6 October 2018

The North Wall Gallery, Oxford
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From the series; Support Systems, 1, 2016 From the series; Support Systems, 2, 2016 From the series; Support Systems, 3, 2016 From the series; Support Systems, 4, 2016

From the series; Support Systems, 5, 2016 From the series; Support Systems, 6, 2016 From the series; Support Systems, 7, 2016 From the series; Support Systems, 8, 2016

From the series; Support Systems, 9, 2016 From the series; Support Systems, 10, 2016 From the series; Support Systems, 11, 2016 From the series; Support Systems, 12, 2016

From the series; Support Systems, 13, 2016 From the series; Support Systems, 14, 2016 From the series; Support Systems, 15, 2016 From the series; Support Systems, 16, 2016

Support Systems

60 cm x 50.5 cm
Archival pigment print
Edition of 5 + 2 A/Ps
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On Madness and Expertise: The Atomic 
bomb and visions of Global order in the 
1940’s. Dr Or Rosenboim, Radcliffe Humani-
ties Building, Oxford. January 20th 2017

‘O Say Can You See?’ Art, Propaganda and 
the First World War. Professor David Lubin, 
Rothermere American Institute, Oxford. 
February 28th 2017

Bory-Latour-Marliac: The source of water 
lilies, before and beyond Monet.
Caroline Holmes, Saïd Business School, 
Oxford. March 23rd, 2017

Digatalizing the Korean Cosmos: 
Representing human-nonhuman continuity 
and filiality through digital photography in 
South Korea. Dr Julien Dugnoille, Pitt Rivers 
Museum, Oxford. February 3rd 2017

The Hippocratic Paradox: When is 
Resuscitating a Patient Doing Them Harm? 
Dr Elizabeth Dzeng, Green Templeton 
College, Oxford. September 15th 2016

Emotional Lives: Intimacy and identity in 
18th and 19th Century England. Professor 
Joanne Begiato, John Henry Brookes Lecture 
Theatre, Oxford. June 8th 2016

Lecture Series

143 cm x 107 cm
Archival pigment print
Edition of 3 + 2 A/Ps

Chair 2, Radcliffe Humanities Building, 
Oxford 2017

Chair 1, Pitt Rivers Museum,  
Oxford 2017

70 cm x 70 cm
Archival pigment print
Edition of 3 + 2 A/Ps
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Support Systems

Encyclopédie

Lecture Series

Encyclopédie 

Lecture Series

Gallery plan

Encyclopédie

Complete Volume 1,  
Diderot & d’Alembert’s Encyclopédie 
(Artfl digitised copy)

Complete Volume 15,  
Diderot & d’Alembert’s Encyclopédie 
(Artfl digitised copy) 

Complete Volume 20,  
Diderot & d’Alembert’s Encyclopédie 
(Artfl digitised copy)

Complete Volume 22,  
Diderot & d’Alembert’s Encyclopédie 
(Artfl digitised copy)

90 cm x 59.7 cm
Archival pigment print
Edition of 3 + 2 A/Ps
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Encyclopédie

End-paper 4 from Diderot & d’Alembert’s 
first edition Encyclopédie

End-paper 3 from Diderot & d’Alembert’s 
first edition Encyclopédie

End-paper 1 from Diderot & d’Alembert’s 
first edition Encyclopédie

End-paper 2 from Diderot & d’Alembert’s 
first edition Encyclopédie

Selection of “Anatomie” (anatomy) plates 
from Diderot & d’Alembert’s Encyclopédie 
(Artfl digitised copy)

Selection of “Chirurgie” (surgery) plates from 
Diderot & d’Alembert’s Encyclopédie 
(Artfl digitised copy)

Selection of “Dessein” (drawing) plates from 
Diderot & d’Alembert’s Encyclopédie 
(Artfl digitised copy)

Selection of “Barbier, perruquier” (barbers 
wig) plates from Diderot & d’Alembert’s 
Encyclopédie (Artfl digitised copy)

Selection of “Fleuriste artificiel”  
(artificial flower) plates from Diderot & 
d’Alembert’s Encyclopédie 
(Artfl digitised copy)

Selection of “Ecrisme” (fencing) plates from 
Diderot & d’Alembert’s Encyclopédie 
(Artfl digitised copy)

38 cm x 24 cm 
Archival pigment print
Edition of 10 + 2 A/P’s

27.5 cm x 22 cm 
Fibre based hand print 
Edition of 5
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For further information please contact

Amy Walters 
01865 319452
waltersa@thenorthwall.com 

Joanna Vestey
07767 684368  
studio@joannavestey.com 

Lisa Agasee 
07970 727801  
lisa@onewomanworkforce.com
 
or visit 
www.joannavestey.com

Biography

Joanna Vestey is a photographer based in Oxford, 
England, who is making images that explore the 
presentation and digitisation of knowledge. She studied 
photography at the Surrey Institute of Art and Design 
and at Bezalel Academy in Jerusalem. She holds MAs in 
Social Anthropology and Development from the School 
of Oriental and African Studies, London University and 
in Documentary Photography from Newport School  
of Art, Media and Design, University of Wales. 

Her work has been widely commissioned, published 
and exhibited both in the UK and abroad and is  
held by several collections, including the National 
Portrait Gallery. Her series Custodians was published 
as a book by the Ashmolean Museum, Oxford in 2015. 
Conditions of Knowledge is a selection of work made 
in partial completion of her PhD being undertaken 
at the European Centre for Documentary Research, 
University of South Wales. 
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Appendix 4 

Paul Hobson and Joanna Vestey ‘in conversation’ on the opening night 

Conditions Of Knowledge, The North Wall, Oxford 

File:  fi99d1ac -- 010101_0066.wav  
Duration: 0:43:34  
Date:  27/09/2018 

Paul Hobson: Good evening, everyone. I’m Paul Hobson, I’m the director of Modern Art 
Oxford, I don’t actually direct this gallery but I have my own gallery that 
some of you will know just in Pembroke Street, and I’m really delighted to 
have been asked by Jo, Jo Vestey, to be in conversation with her about some 
of the ideas arising from these bodies of work here, and it’s my great pleasure 
and privilege to have been invited to do so. 

 I think we’re quite keen for it to be relatively informal, so I’m going to ask Jo 
to talk a bit about each body of work, and I think we’d also be happy if peo-
ple had questions, although actually I’m realising there are quite a lot of you. 
So, we might need to ration that a little bit, otherwise it could be a bit of a 
free for all, but we’ll be talking for, I think, about 40, 45 minutes, and we’ll 
certainly make sure that there’s an opportunity for you to ask Jo any ques-
tions at the end, and of course we’re not going to be hijacking her and taking 
her away. So, you’ll be able to nobble her at the end of the session in any 
case. 

 So, I guess we should begin by talking about this body of work here, in the 
first instance. Now, I know what these objects are, but will you tell us a little 
bit about where this body of work came from and what it is people are look-
ing at? (Support Series) 

Joanna Vestey: Okay, thanks Paul. So, I guess backtracking a little bit just to set the scene, 
the work that I made before was very much about the, sort of, physical spaces 
where knowledge was shared and held. So, libraries, lecture theatres, and the 
more time I spent in them the more and more I was interested in the heritage 
and conservation and the stewardship of them, and then I started going into 
the newer buildings, newer lecture spaces in Oxford. I was really struck by a 
detachment, there weren’t the same traces that there used to be at some of the 
old buildings, just these great big modern buildings. 
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 Somehow I began to have an idea of rootlessness and places without the 
same clues beginning to creep into them. So, I became interested in thinking 
about articles or objects that spoke about physical object. In this case, the 
book, to begin to think about things that are shifting and how knowledge is 
now accessed online and digitisation of it. So, I was sitting in the Bodleian 
one day, thinking and writing, and I just saw this stack of these objects, they 
were unassembled at the time in the window, and then as I looked around 
there were more and more of these were assembled on desks.  

 They are used by the readers when they take the books out and they obvious-
ly choose the correct amount of support for the size and weight of the book.  
So I was asking about them and found out they were designed specifically for 
the Bodleian by a conservator called Christopher Clarkson. That was in the 
1980s, and his design got picked up globally and now you see these in all the 
museums and libraries worldwide. I think he’d struck a balance of a func-
tional object and something that would sit discreetly in the library.  

Paul Hobson: So, I just wonder, actually, how legible these objects were for all the viewers, 
book supports. Did you all think that they were book supports?  

Female: Yes.  

Female: Absolutely.  

Paul Hobson: I wonder, I bet if we weren’t here in this scholarly environment of Oxford 
that they may not be so legible, actually, as book supports, because of course 
they also do a number of things, but one of the things they do is generate an 
architectural idea, as well. Which, as you say, connects into your interest in 
interior spaces. Which you’ve been documenting, well, more than document-
ing in the previous series, about the custodians and that relationship to space.  

 I think that these would be quite ambiguous objects for quite a number of dif-
ferent people, and reading about this body of work I was really struck by the 
quote that you referenced, Jo. About Paul Valery talking about the active 
presence of things that are absent, and I wonder if you could elaborate on 
what’s interesting in relation to this body of work for you. What do you see 
as being absent here, and how does it connect in to your interest in the dema-
terialisation of knowledge, for example?  

Joanna Vestey: I think that firstly it’s about the architectural form. Actually, one of the things 
I was thinking about, I was reminded of, was the brutalism and concrete and 
many of the architectural structures of the 1960s and just seeing all these 
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shades recurring with that reference of minimalism as well. Yes, I do think 
there was something really powerful about, they’re obviously about a book 
but the book isn’t there. So, somehow finding a way of making work, for me 
it was a bit of a journey out of a more traditional, perhaps more realist, way 
of making work into something much more abstract. Suggestive of some-
thing lost, yet something still so incredibly physical present.   Suggestive also 
of these forensic clues that would be there from the leather, and even from 
the readers, but actually, yes, that object itself referring to something that has 
somehow become detached from its support structure.  

Paul Hobson: I know that one of the things that you’re really interested in with this body of 
work is about what’s happening to forms of knowledge, the structures of 
knowledge, in a world that’s becoming increasingly digitised, and this, sort 
of, alludes to a situation where that is no longer physical but that knowledge 
has gone to some other domain, in a sense, but then you were talking just 
then about the traces. The idea of the trace is a recurring idea in a number of 
your different bodies of work.  

Joanna Vestey: It seems to be, yes.  

Paul Hobson: Here it’s combined with almost a forensic interest in the traces that are left on 
these supports. As you say, like leather or fibres.  

Joanna Vestey: Or even skin, I mean, it’s gross, but from a reader.  

Paul Hobson: Yes, but is it because you’re negotiating this interest that is between the 
things that are very tangible and physical, and then their dematerialisation 
that you’re so interested in these physical traces on objects like these?  

Joanna Vestey: I think so, and I think, you know, what the digitising enables is a kind of ac-
cess, 24/7, from anybody anywhere in the world. Rather than, obviously, be-
ing in a closed library, and you get permission, all those sort of things. So, 
there is an incredible excitement to it, I’m not lamenting the loss of the book, 
as such, within the work, but no, you’re right. All those sensory things, when 
you get an old book and how it smells and the weight of it, and those very 
tactile experiences, and then conversely thinking about rtjust how different 
that is when you then access something on a screen.  

 The convenience, but maybe you’re sitting in a café or sitting on a train or 
somewhere completely different to where you’re sat with a reference for this 
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object. Just acknowledging it really. Not really trying to understand what it 
means, as such, but just that, sort of, passing.  

Paul Hobson: The way that you’ve formatted this series, to me, is really interesting, be-
cause you say, apart from minimalism, as a photographer there are really 
clear associations for me around the Bechers and the Dusseldorf school and 
this objective documentation of a certain kind of cultural moment where 
there is this shift that’s happening. So, they resonate with a cultural moment 
that’s quite significant, it seems to me, from that point of view, but they’re 
also incredibly mysterious objects, I think. 

 Do people have any questions? We’ll take a couple of questions, if any of 
you have any on this series, before we move on, then we can take questions 
at the end.  

Female: I was asking about the colour. Are the colours real?  

Joanna Vestey: Yes, the colours are exactly as they were. So, there’s a sort of pile in the 
Bodleian that you can construct as you like, and I don’t think the colours 
have any significance as such, maybe some are a bit denser, but they’re abso-
lutely as they were, yes. They’re all shot minimally under one light.  

Female: I was just interested in whether you were actually allowed to remove them 
from the Bodleian in order to take them, or did you shoot them in the library?  

Joanna Vestey: I shot them in another room.  

Female: Did you, because they don’t like you to take anything out.  

Joanna Vestey: No, and the click on my camera was actually too noisy to be in the library as 
well. So, I was politely asked to work in the room next door. Which actually 
was great, so then I had this little setup of a white studio on a table top, and it 
was ideal. So, I shuffled out with each one that I had found left behind on the 
desk, I photographed it, and took it back in again. Much to the security 
guard’s curiosity.  

Paul Hobson: These are analogue photographs, there’s no digital?  

�156



Joanna Vestey: These ones are in fact digital. Actually, as we go around, some are analogue 
and there seems to be a hybridity and transformation recurring throughout the 
whole series.  

Paul Hobson: Well, we might talk about that, because there’s a lot at stake in that shift, isn’t 
there?  

Joanna Vestey: Yes.  

Female: One more question, is there a story in terms of how you put them together 
here? I’m looking at it, and I’m reading it, and I’m thinking that they’ve got a 
life of their own now, and I’m just wondering.  

Joanna Vestey: Would you like to write a story to go with them?  

Female: I’m thinking about, I guess, the interaction of the human with it, and maybe 
there was a story about how they put that together, and how one is missing 
something.  

Joanna Vestey: It could well be, yes, absolutely. I think it was dependent on the scale of the 
book or the manuscript that they had.  

Female: Yes, so, when you put it together curating it, did you think about which order 
they should be in specifically?  

Joanna Vestey:  Not really, no. I had literally just picked them off the desk as they were and 
went out to my little studio, and then just purely visually just laid out the se-
lection you see on the wall to see how they would best complement each oth-
er.  

Paul Hobson: That’s quite an interesting question, because sometimes with your work the 
thing that you leave absent is actually that content, precisely. Yes, we’ll talk 
about that when we come onto things, but you are interested, these could also 
be looking out into books that you’re interested in, or where the titles of indi-
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vidual works and the reference within them as well. So, yes, I think they’re a 
very compelling and interesting piece, they’re also so mysterious. 

 So, let’s talk about this body of work here, which is really very different.  

 (Move to Lecture Series work)  

Paul Hobson: Are you prepared to explain to people the process behind the work, or would 
you rather keep that separate?  

Joanna Vestey: No, no, I’m happy to talk about it, and actually James, who helped me with 
the very technical end of it is here too, so if I get stuck I might invite hime to 
talk a little about the process behind it with me.  

Paul Hobson: There’s no making it up, basically. So, perhaps we can begin by your talking, 
explaining what it is that we’re looking at, these really stunning, abstract im-
ages, but how are they made? What are they from, what is their source mater-
ial and how are they made?  

Joanna Vestey: So, again, I was interested in carrying on this theme of the slight dislocation 
of knowledge, so these are all made from audio recordings of lectures in Ox-
ford. My idea was to try and visualise something of the academic curriculum, 
and actually thinking how to do that, you know, going back into the lecture 
space and taking another picture of a lecturer, I felt I’d been there. I just 
wanted to try and do something a bit more playful. So, my idea was to audio 
record them and then try and convert sound into sight, and then along the 
way having a series of different questions to resolve.  

 One of them was how to link them back into the physicality of the space it-
self, so, once I had the actual audio, I took colour from these little pictures on 
the side, (points to two chair pictures) the two chair ones. So, when I was in 
the space making the audio recording, I took a quick snapshot. So, this one, 
for example, which was made in Pitt Rivers, that’s one of the red chairs from 
the auditorium bit. So, when we played out this sound on a monitor, we took 
three colours, three key colours, from the space itself and then assigned them 
to various channels.  

 So, as the sound played, almost like heartbeat lines across the monitor, these 
three different colours all sort of melted along. Then while it’s playing along, 
I sit in a dark room with a 10x8 camera and make a 4-minute exposure. So, 
literally the colour was painting itself onto the emulsion of the film, but the 
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actual process of how to get colour embedded into the audio file is something 
that James can explain really well, 

Paul Hobson: Yes, James, come on, tell us all about this.  

James: Hi there. I’m James, I help Jo with software stuff, but, yes, so, essentially 
what you see is we took the audio files that Jo had recorded and put them 
through a digital filter, that’s basically what it is. The digital filter converted 
the audio into, basically, moving graphics on the screen, which we took long 
exposure photographs of, and to do that we used what’s called a Fast Fourier 
Transform, which takes audio and breaks it down into its various frequencies. 
So, high frequencies ended up on this side and low frequencies would end up 
on that side.  

 Then the more a frequency is represented, the more colour it got, the more it 
moved, all that sort of stuff, and then Jo just sat in the dark for a while taking 
long photos. 

Joanna Vestey: Those long days, yes.  

James: Those days and days. Is that an appropriate description?  

Joanna Vestey: Yes.  

Paul Hobson: Well expressed, and so the content of these different talks, I know, was over 
the course of what, as I understand, one academic year? They were, like, 36 
lectures, and they were a range of different topics in different parts of the 
university. Universities, in fact.  

Joanna Vestey: Yes but all from the University of Oxford 

Paul Hobson: So, where did this idea come from, and what were your intentions in creating 
these abstract images?  

Joanna Vestey: Lots of different things, obviously, I was thinking about at the same time. So, 
synesthesia, and people who see colour when they’re listening to sound was 
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one of the things that I was aware of. I’m quite interested in abstract painting 
and colour field paintings, and just beginning to think how far could you get 
away from photography and still say something? Actually, quite quickly I 
realised you couldn’t say anything at all, it relied heavily on the caption to 
know what it was.  

 So, at one point I wondered whether, like a trivial pursuit game the colours 
might represent something but quite quickly I moved away from the repre-
sentative idea and hoped to make something that was more poetic, and actu-
ally I think really they just exist as they are. It’s a sound that’s become a 
sight, but in a very abstract way. I don’t have any big claims that they tell you 
anything, as such.  

Paul Hobson: They represent, again, another theme in your work, which is this interest in 
the digitisation of knowledge, because they’re a digitised image that original-
ly comes from a lecture. A conventional imparting of knowledge, and obvi-
ously dialogue with the history of abstraction. So, they’re doing, again, lots 
of things quite economically, and again, in your writing about this series of 
work you talk about William Henry Fox Talbot talking about words of light.  

Joanna Vestey: Words of light.  

Paul Hobson: Yes, which is a really wonderful idea.  

Joanna Vestey: Yes, and a lot of photography’s origin being about capturing the fleeting. The 
shadow, we’re trying to fix, that impermanence, fixing something. So, in a 
way, a circular reference to the origins of photography.  

Paul Hobson: One of the connecting ideas amongst this body of work is this interest in 
structures of knowledge and where they’re made available in the environ-
ments of knowledge. What is it that you’re so interested in about that arena, 
and knowledge itself and its particular qualities? Initially you’re thinking 
about this show, especially the title of this show, the conditions of knowl-
edge, which, of course, Kant famously wrote about, and he characterised 
knowledge as having three constituent parts, and I thought, “Oh, maybe this 
is a Kantian show about subjectivity and the subjectivity of knowledge.”  

 It’s also very much concerned with the structures and environments where 
knowledge is made available, and the dematerialisation of those things at the 
same time. Something that one is probably acutely aware of in a city like Ox-
ford, with its architecture and its original structures. Do you think that this is 
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an interest that’s specifically stimulated by living in Oxford and being close 
to those environments?  

Joanna Vestey: I think absolutely. There is a certain degree of osmosis about it, that’s drawn 
me to look more and more into the buildings, and I think, as you say, for me 
there’s very much an interest in the shift in material presence. So, the de-
tachment, and again, these mostly are available online as podcasts. So, just 
beginning to understand that you could be listening to it on your headset run-
ning around the park, rather than sitting in a traditional space. Just beginning 
to think about, again, that’s revisiting some of the themes.  

Paul Hobson: As a photographer, you’re clearly interested in this, but how concerned are 
you that many of the trajectories that are, say, for example, in the case of the 
increasing dematerialisation of books as a form of knowledge, are you con-
cerned with that also being photography’s trajectory, because that’s also hap-
pening to photography, right?  

Joanna Vestey: Yes, absolutely, and I was reading something the other day, actually, it was 
really interesting, about how in the old days, the glass plates, and the 
dageurreotypes, as with negatives actually have the image embedded, stuck 
to the surface. Now, that attachment from the image of its original support 
structure, the means in which it was created, has become detached.  So think-
ing about the shift that’s happened and what that potentially means is really 
interesting.  

Paul Hobson: It’s interesting to me that you were dealing with, again, this mediation be-
tween images that were recorded and then were available on a monitor, were 
digitised, and then you’re using a very old form of long exposure photogra-
phy to create these images. So, as you said earlier, Jo, this, sort of, hybridity, 
I guess tracing the history of the development of the media itself, and really 
juxtaposing that to make these images. Which is something that you’ve been 
doing in your work to date as well.  

 You’re obviously very aware of the history of photography and the different 
opportunities that it opens up, and it’d be interesting, I think, for us to hear 
how you decide, and how significant those moments and choices are within 
your practice, that reference photography’s own development as a media.  

Joanna Vestey: Yes, I think that’s something I’ve become more and more aware of, actually, 
and I think it has been quite subconscious, reaching for different tools, but I 
guess it’s a series of resolutions that I’m always interested in whenever I start 
an entirely new series. Of what the best tool for the job is, whether it’s digital 
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or film, or how best to go about it. I think it’s a fairly subconscious thing, ac-
tually, and I think becoming more and more aware of reading around tradi-
tional photography, just beginning to, again, incorporate that, but not in a 
very planned way or with any great certainty about how it’s going to pan out, 
necessarily. 

 Some of it is quite experimental, I’ll try on digital and then just can’t get the 
effect that I want so I’ll go back to film, and vice versa. Actually, even the 
10x8 film, ultimately, goes and gets scanned and it’s a digital print. So, 
there’s this constant, just when you think you’ve settled on something you’re 
back to a different medium again.  

Paul Hobson: Yes, and can you talk a bit about how these different bodies of work origi-
nate? I imagine there’s a lot of research, but also experimentation. How dis-
tinctly do you work? Were these running alongside each other, these different 
enquiries? Yes, where does research sit within the origination of these differ-
ent bodies of work?  

Joanna Vestey: I think the work that’s here has all been made under the umbrella of my PhD. 
So, for me, it’s all been a series of different enquiries, but they’ve all very 
much been linked in. Whereas potentially if I hadn’t had that umbrella then 
there might have been a more crazy approach to them, but I think this has 
very much followed a series of questions, and one thing has led to the next 
and then the next idea, and just sticking, remaining tight to the question. 

Paul Hobson: It probably also explains why there’s such a lot of connecting, conceptual fi-
bre between the different works that we all see. It’s just, I don’t want to say 
its curated itself, but you can see the clear synergies between these different 
series. Do people have any questions?  

Male: What lectures are we looking at here? 

Female: Yes.  

Joanna Vestey: Well, in very small, grey text underneath. This one was a completely wonder-
ful lecture, it was at the Said business school, and it was about Monet’s wa-
terlilies and his gift to the nation, that was his wartime effort.  To go and cre-
ate these beautiful paintings, but it was Caroline Holmes talking, and the 
colours were taken from the lecture hall, it’s a very contemporary, wooden 
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space. So, they were from there. Each one has got a title under them. Shall I 
go along? 

Female: Yes, definitely.  

Paul Hobson: Yes.  

Joanna Vestey: Actually, what I didn’t resolve but I was still thinking about is actually, to 
me, in a way, the title is almost 50% of the work, because of that relationship 
with the text. Being Oxford, I think these titles are wonderful, and I haven’t 
figured out whether to write on, or in some way whether to attach the two 
together. So, this one is digitalising the Korean cosmos, representing human 
and non-human continuity and filialities through digital photography in 
South Korea. So, I think it’s really important. So, in a way, somehow as a 
photographer you want to talk about the lectures, and it’s really hard to say 
that in a photograph.  

 I can show you the building, but I can’t do this. So, somehow I wanted an 
excuse to deliver that title in some format. So, I’m not sure that side of it is 
quite resolved. If anyone’s got ideas how to put the two together.  

Paul Hobson: This one?  

Joanna Vestey: You’re intrigued now.  

Paul Hobson: Well, I read these, and, yes, I think they have a space of speculation between 
the viewer and the image which is really regenerative.  

Joanna Vestey: This one is the Hippocratic paradox, when is resuscitating a patient doing 
them harm? A brilliant question.  

Paul Hobson: These are important questions, yes.  

Joanna Vestey: So, I felt, I didn’t want to mock, and I don’t want people to think I’m laugh-
ing and mocking, but there is a slight degree of humour about the absurdity 
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of those blue streaks next to this important question. Which, I guess, was also 
that gap, potentially.  

Paul Hobson: Yes, and also the environment and that somehow the lecture could have cre-
ated this is quite interesting, yes.  

Joanna Vestey: That was the space that I took the colours from for this one. So, in a way, 
again, it’s a very calm space, and then there’s a wild picture that’s come out 
of the dark based on that.  

Paul Hobson: Again, you talk about people like Kandinsky as being influential in your 
thinking through about people that hear things and then see things, synesthe-
sia, and this being a really influential idea, clearly, in the origination of these 
works, and within the history of painting, actually. Is there anything you want 
to talk about that? Or, you talked about colour for your painting earlier, 
which is also quite an interesting synergy.  

Joanna Vestey: Again, theres Barnett Newman, those great big Cathedral works of his that I 
can see these relate to in someway, I’m quite new to really knowing much 
about that sort of art, I think it’s fabulous, but the minute I started seeing 
these and going back to those paintings, it was quite excited.  

Paul Hobson: Yes. I hope the university acquires these works, because they would be stun-
ning in the spaces where they were given as these hermetic, codified, abstract 
images, knowing what their originating source was. I think it would be amaz-
ing. So, are there any other questions?  

Female: Can you go back to the original recording from the picture?  

Joanna Vestey: Yes, and actually quite a few of them are online.  

Female: No, I mean, not online, but if, I don’t know, you devised a device to scan this 
picture, and reverse the process?  

Joanna Vestey: Oh, to go back the other way. James? Something to think about later?  
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James: The short answer would be probably not. The long answer would be that the 
world of computer science has breakthroughs every day, and you never know 
what’s possible in five years. So, yes, that’s what I would say.  

Female: Well, also, if you pick up Paul’s point about how wonderful it would be if the 
university bought them, for the Pitt Rivers to have that and the audio record-
ing would be just so consistant with what the Pitt Rivers does. Sorry, my un-
cle is a social anthropologist, so this would be so up his street.  

Joanna Vestey: Actually what they do have, which I’m quite interested in, in the Pitt Rivers 
is lots of old ethnographic sound recordings on wax, which they’ve just digi-
tised. So, actually, maybe making a series of these from some of their old 
1920s, 1930s field studies would be really nice.  

Paul Hobson: Yes, that would be great. Watch this space, guys. That sounds like a great 
idea, yes, but we can touch on the idea of layering, and the relationship be-
tween space and time. Which, I know that’s an incredibly broad topic, but it’s 
something that you talk a lot about when you’re referring to your work. 
Which is clearly here, in that we have this trace of an event that’s then been 
through its exposure, it’s gone through a series of temporal translations in 
order to then be fixed in this way. You’ve got this ongoing interest in the 
mechanism of photography to fix things that are fleeting, we talked about this 
earlier. 

 That leads us, really nicely, into this final body of work. About the ency-
clopaedia, and the idea of the layering which is particularly evident, of 
course, in these works, and also here. Again, can you explain to us what 
we’re looking at? (Diderot Encyclopaedia series) 

Joanna Vestey: So, the starting point for these ones was these four here, and one of the things 
I was really interested in was Diderot’s encyclopaedia from the 18th century, 
and it was a monumental work from the enlightenment. Lots of reasons why I 
was interested, but anyway, the physical thing itself was just, when you see 
them, amazing, and there’s a sort of density to them. I started out by thinking 
it would be really interesting to  go and X ray them and see what you get, and 
would each volume have something different, would it show up on an X ray 
machine?  

 So, a friend of mine, I’m not sure, Bella’s here, Bella’s husband, Titus, man-
aged to get me into Reading hospital, into the X ray department, and a friend 
of his started X raying and then CT scanning and MRI scanning these ency-
clopaedias, and it was incredibly fun but incredibly disappointing. Nothing 
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happened. There were these grey, rectangular cubes came through, and we 
were like, “Oh.” We thought it would be really interesting, there would be 
lead traces, but none of those traces were visible. 

 So, I slightly went back to the drawing board and was thinking, well, how to 
do it? How to somehow build up that layering and dig in a bit, and then it 
turned out that Stanford had done a project called the Artfl project, and they 
digitised each of these volumes, and that’s no mean feat. There are about 
1,000 pages in each, and so, actually, again, James, managed to help me ac-
cess, so we found our way into an online environment where we were able to 
access this incredible project. 

 So, we managed to download each volume, and then James found a way of 
very quickly getting each 1,000 pages in the right sequence to appear on a 
monitor while I stood in a dark room, again, with my big camera. So, these 
ones here are each volume, and each 800, 900 pages, within one image shows 
all of those pages. Then while I was standing in the dark, what struck me was 
that the really beautiful bit of the encyclopaedia was the illustrated bits. So, 
you have in this next group some work made from the plances, which are 
these.  

 So, just as I was standing there, holding my camera shutter open for a five-
minute exposure, I was watching these amazing studies of anatomy and stud-
ies of drawing all flashing up. So, actually, then we separated those out, and I 
did this A to Z series based on a selection that we made of certain categories. 
So, this is anatomy, and then the barber’s wigs, and then the surgeon’s tools, 
and then some drawing, fencing, and artificial flowers. So, slightly obscure, 
but they were just too charming to leave back in the books, and they were 
lovely.  

Paul Hobson: So, I want to ask you about this interest in layering, and you’ve been very 
drawn to ideas around what you’ve referred to as the chronotope, this idea of 
this relationship between time and space, and the fact that we experience time 
spatially. I’d really like to hear you elaborate on your interest in that, because 
it’s such a connecting idea. Maybe it’s inevitable, well, I don’t think it’s in-
evitable necessarily with photography, but there’s such an acute opportunity 
around creating these layers of tracing. I’d just like to hear you talk about, 
yes, your interest. 

 People may not understand what this idea of the chronotope is, I hadn’t.  

Joanna Vestey: So the chronotope is something that  Russian critical thinker called Mickael 
Bahktin proposed, and his whole idea was if you’re going to write a novel 
one of the techniques you have is the chronotope, to position time and place 
and then away you go. So, you can say the town square in 1982, and so now 
you’ve got a setting and a way everybody can go and they’ve got somewhere 
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to come back to. So, that was very much the chronotope, I think, if I’ve un-
derstood it right.  

Paul Hobson: This is your paper, I’m relying on you.  

Joanna Vestey: I’m in Oxford, though, someone’s bound to correct me. So, that was that 
idea, but I think a lot of this digital stuff that I’ve been interested in is about 
the collapsing of all of that and the rootlessness that comes with it. So, actu-
ally, where before, you know, when I was ringing around various libraries in 
Oxford to go and see their copies of it, before there was a very physical, and 
you’d go down to the stacks down in the basement or you’d go up to the 
reading room, now it was there online. It exists, and it doesn’t matter what 
day of the week or what town square or what, wherever. It’s just in a new 
space of time, well its in neither space or time in other ways. 

 So, I was really interested in, I don’t know, somehow playing around with 
that a bit.  

Paul Hobson: Yes, because I guess, like, in the literary tradition, say if we were reading 
Thomas Hardy or Émile Zola, someone writing in a certain moment, the op-
portunity of the road, walking down the road, or walking down the lane, 
would be a place for meeting people, it would be a place of exchange. Of 
course, now, that idea, in the 21st century, I’m nearly 40, God forbid, it’s not 
interesting, it’s disinteresting. So, the opportunities and the situations that 
might arise for characters in one place or another at a certain historic time is 
really radically different. 

 So, do you see this condition of rootlessness as being really specific to a digi-
tal culture that’s now primary in the 21st century?  

Joanna Vestey: I think, as you were saying, if you went into the library before, well, now still 
as well, but when you’re actually in the library you’ve got a brilliant librarian 
who would be able to shape what you need and supply things and suggest. 
Whereas when you’re sat in your room researching stuff online, you lose all 
of that. So, I think, yes, it is something that I’m quite interested in, in the bal-
ance of what you gain and potentially what you’re drifting away from. Some 
of that knowledge, which is really hard, you do need it, I don’t know, deliv-
ered by people and guiding you through it sometimes.  

Paul Hobson: In your custodian series you have very much a desire to map spaces in the 
university where lots of different activities, again around knowledge, are 
made available, but you have them with these custodians, these people who 
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somehow connect us into a real relationship with the world, and these suggest 
very disembodied ideas of knowledge, that I think is probably quite troubling 
for a lot of us, and also we think about the way that data’s being kept. We just 
came back from Manifesto in Palermo, and we were looking at one artwork 
that had these large simulations of these big databanks.  

 That we think of the internet as being really up in the cloud somewhere and 
not really physical at all, but actually all this data and knowledge, in a very 
randomised way, is kept in these huge data processing plants in, like Iowa. In 
really remote bits of the world, and I think for many of us it’s like having this 
cultural dementia or Alzheimer’s, it’s the idea that we might lose our essen-
tial subjectivity, because where are we kept? Where are all our photographs 
now, where are all of the things that we know? 

 Do we even know our parents’ new telephone number? It’s just autodialled 
now. So, I think, yes, the things that might define us actually become really 
elusive in a world where knowledge and our subjectivity, precisely, is no 
longer rooted in a sense of a person. So, the custodian series that Jo did very 
much connects into, reassures us, if you like, of a slightly older world where 
that’s still the case. Do you feel like that in Oxford, when Oxford is populat-
ed by brilliant people, but actually has knowledge available at the same time?  

Joanna Vestey: I do, and I wonder whether it’s a generational thing, as well, that we’re very 
much a foot in each, in the analogue and the digital. Whereas I look at my 
kids, one of them is here tonight, but I know the minute we go to a gallery or 
an exhibition they’re drawn to the thing on the screen rather than the painting 
on the wall. So, their relationship, or their affinity, is immediately with the 
moving and with the screen. So, the idea of a vintage print or something 
won’t necessarily hold the same kind of joy. So, I feel almost like we’re just 
that last funny little time, where we haven’t quite gone to the future. We’re 
still slightly holding on to something.  

Paul Hobson: Let’s talk about these ones here.  

Joanna Vestey: So, this is the last series, and these are very much the physical. So, within the 
physical encyclopaedias themselves, at the front and the back, are these beau-
tiful marbled pages, and these are the traces where maybe a library, or there 
would have been a donor name, and then when they were sold they would 
have been cut out and covered up with another bit of marbling to closely 
match to sell them on. These, again, they ended up being kind of a hybrid, so 
they were shot on colour digital and then I turned them black and white and 
then made negatives, and then these are actual traditional black and white 
hand prints. 
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 So, it’s a reversal that’s gone back the other way, but they kind of were. They 
were that little human trace, again, that’s missing with all the digital stuff 
here.  

Paul Hobson: Yes, and is this one work, for example, or is this a series of work? I’m con-
scious that this is also a selling exhibition, not that I’m taking commission for 
my part, but these, are they individual works, or how do you think of them?  

Joanna Vestey: Yes, yes.  

Paul Hobson: They’re all separate? 

Joanna Vestey: So, I think, within this I see three bodies of work, and then this actually I 
break down further to a further three bodies of work, but yes, everything is a 
unique ___.  

Paul Hobson: So, they’re unique prints, they’re not in editions?  

Joanna Vestey: Oh, no, I mean as in you don’t have to buy all 18 of them.  

Paul Hobson: Although you can buy all 18, they’re sufficiently fused. So, yes, we want to 
sell, actually. Are there any questions for Jo about this body of work, actual-
ly?  

Male: Jo, when you’re working on the images, is there a sense that you’re trying to 
recreate the wonderment of early photography?  

Joanna Vestey: Yes.  

Male: That photography is so dull. 

Joanna Vestey: Exactly that, yes.  
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Male: Is that what you’re looking for?  

Joanna Vestey: Yes, that’s really observant. Yes, and almost a boredom with it as a medium, 
that there’s something incredibly flat about it, and the more and more digi-
tised it is the more you move away from those lovely old hand prints and the 
traditional methods. So, actually, in a way, some of them are a way of trying 
to disrupt that to see whether it could say more with longer exposures, or dif-
ferent ways of making work would somehow embed something that I was 
more satisfied with, but yes. I’ve often wondered about maybe painting and 
having something that’s genuinely physically there, rather than just a sort of 
flatness, because you can’t really go back to the origins when it was really 
exciting. 

 Those old Anna Atkins prints that these slightly reference with the cyan-
otypes and things, and they were incredibly charming.  

Male: Things used to appear, didn’t they, because there was that process when you 
were developing in 1840 or something and suddenly something appeared. An 
image or something you weren’t expecting.  

Joanna Vestey: Yes, and then unfortunately it would disappear if your fixing concoction 
wasn’t quite right, and it would all be a day wasted. Whereas we don’t really 
have that magic anymore, you know what you’re going to get. So, yes.  

Paul Hobson: Any other questions? Great, okay. Well, thanks, Jo, it’s been really interesting 
hearing you talk about these bodies of work, and congratulations on the 
show, actually, it’s been really great.  
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Complete Bodies of work 
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Lies, damned lies and statistics 
- how we get science coverage 
wrong - Dr David Robert Grimes, 
St Aldate’s Tavern
Oxford. April 20th 2016

The Magic of Shakespeare -  
Sir Jonathan Bate,Weston 
Library, Oxford.  
April 25th 2016

Beyond Trent:  Secular Music 
as Catalyst for the Reform 
of Catholic Church Music in 
the 16th Century - Professor 
Christian Leitmeir, Faculty of 
Music, St Aldate’s, Oxford.   
April 26th 2016

Who can infer the existence 
of God from the  concept of 
‘product’? - Dr Marie-Hélène 
Gorisse, Balliol College, Oxford.  
May 2nd, 2016

Public reading in monastic obser-
vance: the framework of norms 
- Dr Teresa Webber, Weston 
Library, Oxford.  
May 3rd, 2016

Sound I’m Particular - Patrick 
Farmer The Old Fire Station, 
Oxford.  
May 3rd 2016

Aloïs Riegl and Classical 
Archaeology - Professor Jaś  
Elsner, Department of  
History of Art, Oxford.   
May 11th 2016

Are conspiracy theories  
harmless? - Dr Daniel Jolley, Wig 
and Pen, Oxford.   
May 19th 2016

‘The Past and Its Publics’ - 
Professor Simon Schama in 
conversation with Craig Clunas 
and Margaret MacMillan, 
Museum of Natural History 
Lecture Theatre, Oxford. 
May 11th 2016

Inter-city Interaction at the 
Dawn of Sumerian Civilisation: 
new insights from the ‘city 
seals’, 3000-2700 BC - Roger 
Matthews, Wolfson College, 
Oxford.  
May 25th 2016

What Happens to Literature  
If People are Artworks? -
Professor Eric Hayot, Ertegun 
House, Oxford.   
May 13th, 2016

Emotional Lives: Intimacy and 
identity in 18th and 19th 
Century England - Professor 
Joanne Begiato, John Henry 
Brookes Lecture Theatre, Oxford.  
June 8th 2016

The Hippocratic Paradox: When 
is Resuscitating a Patient Doing 
Them Harm? Dr Elizabeth 
Dzeng, Green Templeton College, 
Oxford.  September 15th 2016

The Natural History of Pokémon 
- Mark Carnall, The Museum of 
Natural History, Oxford.   
October 10th 2016

Could Brexit lead to the  
rediscovery of culture grounded 
in place? Shaun Chamberlin and 
Jonathon Porritt, Trinity College, 
Oxford.   
September 19th 2016

The Science of Healthy Ageing - 
Professor Dame Linda 
Partridge.  Department of 
Zoology, Oxford.   
October 10th  2016

The Chilcot Report - The 
Unbelievable Lightness of Truth  
Sir Ivor Roberts, Wesley Church 
Hall, Oxford.   
October 4th 2016

Misremembrance of Things 
Past: Autobiographical memory 
disturbances in mood and anxiety 
disorders and the emergence 
of memory therapeutics - Tim 
Dalglish, Warneford Hospital, 
Oxford. October 11th 2016

Light and Sir Isaac Newton 
- Professor Anthony Watts, St 
Hugh’s College, Oxford.   
October 14th 2016

Religion and belief in Britain: the 
Commission on Religion and  
Belief in British Public Life -  
Dr Edward Kessler, Department  
of Education, Oxford.   
November 7th 2016

Lecture series

Trinity Term

Michaelmas Term
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At The Frontlines of Change:  
Feminist leadership transforming 
lives - Dr Noeleen Heyzer, St 
Anne’s College, Oxford.   
October 17th 2016

Feminine Abandon and the 
abducted Woman in post-Partition 
Shorey Comedies - Salma Siddique, 
St Anthony’s College, Oxford.  
November 15th 2016

Living I was Your Plague; Dead 
I will be your death, O Pope’: 
Luther and Antipapalism - 
Professor Lyndal Roper,   
St Edmund Hall, Oxford.   
October 14th 2016

Pitchers of Death:  The  
Nepenthes of Malaysia -  
Dr Christopher Thorogood,  
Oxford Botanic Garden, Oxford.   
November 14th 2016

On Madness and Expertise:  the 
Atomic bomb and visions of 
Global order in the 1940’s - Dr 
Or Rosenboim, Radcliffe Human-
ities Building, Oxford.   
January 20th 2017

Expressing what exists is an endless 
task:  On instruments of the arts 
and instruments of thought.  
 A lecture on music, philosophy and 
painting - Dr Lydia Goehr, Faculty  
of Music, St Aldate’s, Oxford.   
January 24th 2017

From broken heart to divided 
song:   ‘divisio’ at the intersection 
of poetry and music in the 
Due-and Trecento - Dr Mikhail 
Lopatin, All Souls College,  
Oxford.   
January 26th 2017

The Comparative Study of 
Perpetrator Ideologies - Dr Jona-
than Leader Maynard.  Wolfson 
College, Oxford.   
January 30th 2017

Knowing what not to know:  
Sharing and hiding information 
in digital societies
Dr Joss Wright  Oxford Martin 
School, Oxford.   
February 23rd 2017

‘O Say Can You See?’  Art, 
propaganda and the First World 
War Professor David Lubin.  
Rothermere American Institute, 
Oxford.   
February 28th 2017

The Lure of Paris:  The Republic 
of letters and Eighteenth century 
speed-dating -
Professor Laurence Brockliss, 
Voltaire Foundation, 
March 6th, 2017

Bory-Latour-Marliac: The source  
of water lilies, before and beyond  
Monet - Caroline Holmes, Saïd 
Business School, Oxford.   
March 23rd 2017

Lecture series

Michaelmas Term

143 cm x 107 cm
Archival pigment print
Edition of 3 + 2 A/Ps

Hilary Term

Digatalizing the Korean Cosmos:  
Representing human-nonhuman 
continuity and filiality through 
digital photography in South 
Korea - Dr Julien Dugnoille. Pitt 
Rivers Museum, Oxford.   
February 3rd 2017

Statistics:  Why the Truth Matters 
- Tim Harford, Mathematical 
Institute, Oxford.   
February 8th 2017

Whose Alternative Public Space?  
Gender dimensions of music on 
the internet in Iran - Dr Laudan 
Nooshin.  Faculty of Music, St 
Aldate’s, Oxford.   
February 21st 2017

Translation as Afterlife - Marcela 
Sulak and Adriana X Jacobs St 
Anne’s College, Oxford.   
February 22nd 2017
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Support Systems

Support Systems, 1, 2016 Support Systems, 2, 2016 Support Systems, 3, 2016 Support Systems, 4, 2016 Support Systems, 5, 2016

Support Systems, 6, 2016 Support Systems, 7, 2016 Support Systems, 8, 2016 Support Systems, 9, 2016 Support Systems, 10, 2016

Support Systems, 11, 2016 Support Systems, 12, 2016 Support Systems, 13, 2016 Support Systems, 14, 2016 Support Systems, 15, 2016

Support Systems, 16, 2016 Support Systems, 17, 2016 Support Systems, 18, 2016 Support Systems, 19, 2016 Support Systems, 20, 2016

Support Systems, 21, 2016 Support Systems, 22, 2016

60 cm x 50.5 cm
Archival pigment print
Edition of 5 + 2 A/Ps
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Complete test, Diderot & 
d’Alembert’s Encyclopédie  
(Artfl digitised copy)

Complete test1, Diderot & 
d’Alembert’s Encyclopédie  
(Artfl digitised copy)

Complete v18 test, Diderot & 
d’Alembert’s Encyclopédie  
(Artfl digitised copy)

Supplement 1, Diderot & 
d’Alembert’s Encyclopédie  
(Artfl digitised copy

Supplement 2, Diderot & 
d’Alembert’s Encyclopédie  
(Artfl digitised copy)

Supplement 3, Diderot & 
d’Alembert’s Encyclopédie  
(Artfl digitised copy)

Supplement 4, Diderot & 
d’Alembert’s Encyclopédie  
(Artfl digitised copy)

Supplement 5, Diderot & 
d’Alembert’s Encyclopédie  
(Artfl digitised copy)

Complete Volume 1, Diderot & 
d’Alembert’s Encyclopédie  
(Artfl digitised copy)

Complete Volume 2, Diderot & 
d’Alembert’s Encyclopédie  
(Artfl digitised copy)

Complete Volume 3, Diderot & 
d’Alembert’s Encyclopédie  
(Artfl digitised copy)

Complete Volume 4, Diderot & 
d’Alembert’s Encyclopédie  
(Artfl digitised copy)

Complete Volume 5, Diderot & 
d’Alembert’s Encyclopédie  
(Artfl digitised copy)

Complete Volume 6, Diderot & 
d’Alembert’s Encyclopédie  
(Artfl digitised copy)

Complete Volume 7, Diderot & 
d’Alembert’s Encyclopédie  
(Artfl digitised copy)

Diderot Projects
Encyclopédie
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Diderot Projects
Encyclopédie

Complete Volume 8, Diderot & 
d’Alembert’s Encyclopédie  
(Artfl digitised copy)

Complete Volume 9, Diderot & 
d’Alembert’s Encyclopédie  
(Artfl digitised copy)

Complete Volume 10, Diderot & 
d’Alembert’s Encyclopédie  
(Artfl digitised copy)

Complete Volume 11, Diderot & 
d’Alembert’s Encyclopédie  
(Artfl digitised copy)

Complete Volume 12, Diderot & 
d’Alembert’s Encyclopédie  
(Artfl digitised copy)

Complete Volume 13, Diderot & 
d’Alembert’s Encyclopédie  
(Artfl digitised copy)

Complete Volume 14, Diderot & 
d’Alembert’s Encyclopédie  
(Artfl digitised copy)

Complete Volume 15, Diderot & 
d’Alembert’s Encyclopédie  
(Artfl digitised copy)

Complete Volume 16, Diderot & 
d’Alembert’s Encyclopédie  
(Artfl digitised copy)

Complete Volume 17, Diderot & 
d’Alembert’s Encyclopédie  
(Artfl digitised copy)

Complete Volume 18, Diderot & 
d’Alembert’s Encyclopédie  
(Artfl digitised copy)

Complete Volume 19, Diderot & 
d’Alembert’s Encyclopédie  
(Artfl digitised copy)

Complete Volume 21, Diderot & 
d’Alembert’s Encyclopédie  
(Artfl digitised copy)

Complete Volume 22, Diderot & 
d’Alembert’s Encyclopédie  
(Artfl digitised copy)

Complete Volume 23, Diderot & 
d’Alembert’s Encyclopédie  
(Artfl digitised copy)



 

�176

Diderot Projects
Encyclopédie

Complete Volume 24, Diderot & 
d’Alembert’s Encyclopédie  
(Artfl digitised copy)

Complete Volume 25, Diderot & 
d’Alembert’s Encyclopédie  
(Artfl digitised copy)

Complete Volume 26, Diderot & 
d’Alembert’s Encyclopédie  
(Artfl digitised copy)

Complete Volume 27, Diderot & 
d’Alembert’s Encyclopédie  
(Artfl digitised copy)

Complete Volume 28, Diderot & 
d’Alembert’s Encyclopédie  
(Artfl digitised copy)

90 cm x 59.7 cm
Archival pigment print
Edition of 3 + 2 A/Ps
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Diderot Projects
Encyclopédie

Selection of “Histoire Naturelle” 
(natural history) plates from 
Diderot & d’Alembert’s Ency-
clopédie (Artfl digitised copy)

Selection of “Histoire Naturelle” 
(natural history) plates from 
Diderot & d’Alembert’s Ency-
clopédie (Artfl digitised copy)

Selection of “Fleuriste artificiel” 
(artificial flower) plates from 
Diderot & d’Alembert’s Ency-
clopédie (Artfl digitised copy)

Selection of “Ecrisme”  
(fencing) plates from Diderot & 
d’Alembert’s Encyclopédie  
(Artfl digitised copy)

Selection of “Anatomie ”  
(anatomy) plates from Diderot 
& d’Alembert’s Encyclopédie 
(Artfl digitised copy)

Selection of “Chirurgie” (sur-
gery) plates from Diderot & 
d’Alembert’s Encyclopédie  
(Artfl digitised copy)

Selection of “Dessein” (draw-
ing) plates from Diderot & 
d’Alembert’s Encyclopédie  
(Artfl digitised copy)

Selection of “Agriculture 
Jardinage” (agriculture gar-
dening) plates from Diderot & 
d’Alembert’s Encyclopédie  
(Artfl digitised copy)

Selection of “Imprimerie” (print-
ing house) plates from Diderot 
& d’Alembert’s Encyclopédie 
(Artfl digitised copy)

Selection of “Lutherie” 
(violins) plates from Diderot & 
d’Alembert’s Encyclopédie  
(Artfl digitised copy)

Selection of “Horologerie” 
(watchmaking) plates from 
Diderot & d’Alembert’s Ency-
clopédie (Artfl digitised copy)

Selection of “Histoire Naturelle” 
(natural history) plates from 
Diderot & d’Alembert’s Ency-
clopédie (Artfl digitised copy)

Selection of “Histoire Naturelle” 
(natural history) plates from 
Diderot & d’Alembert’s Ency-
clopédie (Artfl digitised copy)

Selection of “Horologerie” 
(watchmaking) plates from 
Diderot & d’Alembert’s Ency-
clopédie (Artfl digitised copy)

Selection of “Barbier, perruqui-
er ” (barbers wig) plates from 
Diderot & d’Alembert’s Ency-
clopédie (Artfl digitised copy)
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Diderot Projects
Encyclopédie

Selection of “Tapissier” (uphol-
sterer) plates from Diderot & 
d’Alembert’s Encyclopédie (Artfl 
digitised copy)

Selection of “Soierie” (silk 
industry) plates from Diderot & 
d’Alembert’s Encyclopédie  
(Artfl digitised copy)

Selection of “Marine” (marine) 
plates from Diderot & 
d’Alembert’s Encyclopédie  
(Artfl digitised copy)

Selection of “Peche” (fish-
ing) plates from Diderot & 
d’Alembert’s Encyclopédie  
(Artfl digitised copy)

Selection of “Orfevre Grassier” 
(silverware) plates from Diderot 
& d’Alembert’s Encyclopédie 
(Artfl digitised copy)

38 cm x 24 cm 
Archival pigment print
Edition of 10 + 2 A/P’s
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Diderot Projects
Encyclopédie

End-paper 1
from Diderot & d’Alembert’s 
first edition Encyclopédie

End-paper 2
from Diderot & d’Alembert’s 
first edition Encyclopédie

End-paper 3
from Diderot & d’Alembert’s 
first edition Encyclopédie

End-paper 4
from Diderot & d’Alembert’s 
first edition Encyclopédie

End-paper 5
from Diderot & d’Alembert’s 
first edition Encyclopédie

End-paper 6
from Diderot & d’Alembert’s 
first edition Encyclopédie

End-paper 7
from Diderot & d’Alembert’s 
first edition Encyclopédie

End-paper 8
from Diderot & d’Alembert’s 
first edition Encyclopédie

End-paper 9
from Diderot & d’Alembert’s 
first edition Encyclopédie

End-paper 10
from Diderot & d’Alembert’s 
first edition Encyclopédie

End-paper 11
from Diderot & d’Alembert’s 
first edition Encyclopédie

End-paper 12
from Diderot & d’Alembert’s 
first edition Encyclopédie

27.5 cm x 22 cm 
Fibre based hand print 
Edition of 5
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Fig. 40 Taryn Simon, Agreement Establishing the International Islamic      

Trade Finance Corporation Al-Bayan Palace, Kuwait City, Kuwait, May 30, 2006;   

Paperwork and the Will of Capital, 2015.  
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https://americanart.si.edu/artwork/nixon-gift-vault-us-national-archives-and-
https://www.moma.org/calendar/exhibitions/1231
http://www.gutenberg.org/files/33447/33447-h/33447-h.html


  

THE END

�183


