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ABSTRACT
 

I am interested in the perceived and constructed appearances of objects and places. 

Objects and places exist in a state of constant flux and are part of and affected by a 

greater community of interconnected physical materials and modifiers which are also in 

continual flux. So what does an object or place actually look like? The problem with this 

question is that it assumes a static or unified singular appearance, something easily 

analyzed and classified. More interesting questions can be asked. What are the 

possibilities and potential for the appearance of an object or place? To what degree is 

appearance subjective—when does appearance cease as the trace of an object or place 

and begin as a reflection of ourselves and possibly by extension our culture? 
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1 

1. Introduction 

I am interested in the perceived and constructed appearances of objects and places. 

Objects and places exist in a state of constant flux and are part of and affected by a 

greater community of interconnected physical materials and modifiers which are also in 

continual flux. So what does an object or place actually look like? The problem with this 

question is that it assumes a static or unified singular appearance, something easily 

analyzed and classified. More interesting questions can be asked. What are the 

possibilities and potential for the appearance of an object or place? To what degree is 

appearance subjective—when does appearance cease as the trace of an object or place 

and begin as a reflection of ourselves and possibly by extension our culture? 

My thesis research is concerned with the nature of appearance and uses photography 

to explore the function and affect of appearance. Photography is a useful tool in this 

pursuit because it is capable of generating traces to previous instances of space and 

time and the objects and places contained therein. Photographs unify a continuous flux 

of appearance into a single representation—a concise iconic perception. The images 

produced through this research explore this iconic perception and its relation to the 

photograph. While I have developed many divergent concerns through this research and 

the diversity between the bodies of work I have produced reflects this, I think there are 

also many unifying ideas at work. 



 
 

        

            

         

         

             

        

               

         

         

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

2 

The chapters that follow are structured like short essays, each a non-definitive piece of 

what might be a puzzle and arranged without decisive order but necessarily arranged in 

an order nonetheless in compliance with the linear properties of text. Much like the work 

itself, the juxtaposition of these essays in a collection establishes a trajectory of meaning 

along a potential vector upon which my work might be examined. The ideas that follow 

are hypothetical rather than conclusive, unset thoughts that were primarily developed 

during the process of creating the work; the work was not made for or intended as an 

illustration of these ideas. The only definitive meaning for the work is the work itself, 

irreducible and indivisible in its existence and in any experience of that existence. 
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2. Simulation and Experience 

I have a strong fascination with the night and the city. I am not certain where this 

fascination comes from but I think it likely developed out of the films, video games, 

comics and other media I experienced through childhood. These experiences were 

secondhand, distanced through a simulation of possible real places that were used as a 

stage for often impossible situations. In 2004 I began to examine the impact of these 

experiences and found that I had residual desires and expectations to have similar real-

life experiences of my own. The camera became an excuse, a reason to go out into the 

night and find similar experiences for myself. It also served as a means of documentation 

to validate the reality of my experiences. I searched for scenes that could provide 

feelings similar to the scenes I had seen in films and other media and it did not take long 

before I began to find what I was looking for (plates 1 - 9). 

However, I quickly became disillusioned after the discovery that what I sought to 

experience could not be directly experienced and only existed in the photographs I had 

made, a realm of simulation more real than real which represented experiences that were 

even better than the real thing. These photographs not only simulated fantastic 

experiences of nocturnal landscapes which did not correspond to my actual experiences 

of the places as I had seen them, but perhaps more significantly these photographs also 

strongly simulated a documentary quality in a claim that these places of fantasy were 

real in their depiction. It is this simulation of documentation that allows one to suspend 
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disbelief and indulge in the experiences offered by photographs. While my experiences 

remained just as vicarious as it had with previous media and were sustainable only 

through a medium of simulacra, I was now able to control that simulacrum to simulate 

whatever experiences I desired, dissolving any polarity between fiction and reality. The 

photographs now simultaneously documented my physical experiences and created a 

supposition for fictional experiences I could never actually live. 

A similar subject I began to photograph in 2006 and continue to photograph and rethink 

is a typology of storefronts at night which has culminated into a series I call Invisible 

City (plates 10 - 30). Storefronts at night have an unsettling quality. Artificial light 

permeates these uninhabited scenes in a man-made perpetuation of the long-expired 

light of day. It is a landscape of complete artifice and simulation. It is a city made 

invisible where artifact is all that remains. The lights and displays in these unoccupied 

stores simulate an appearance of presence signifying that each is open for business, 

and it is ironically this thinly-veiled simulation which indicates that these spaces are in 

fact deserted. 

The bright spectacles in each store window promise goods and services which lay 

behind solid glass and locked doors making them unavailable at night. These spectacles 

initiate desires that cannot be quenched and solicit consumers that are not present, 

generating a play of signs that only point to each other. The photographs of these 

spaces are similarly a play of signs and desires with their voyeuristic promise to disclose 
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the private internal contents of each store which upon closer examination remain partially 

concealed by the limited view through doors and windows. 

Both of the aforementioned series of photographs I had made at night were unaltered 

recordings of the interaction between light and film, a trace of that original scene I stood 

before, yet the semblance found in each photograph remains distorted and false, 

simulating an appearance that was never experienced and is not possible outside 

viewing a photograph. 

Film exists as a photograph of a scene. Darkroom produced wet photographs using 

light-sensitive silver halide paper are photographs of film; they are photographs of 

photographs. Digital c-prints produced in machines like Lightjet printers, the Fuji Frontier 

and several Noritsu offerings use lasers to expose photographic (light-sensitive silver 

halide) paper. The prints these machines produce are photographs of the lasers shone 

on them. They are photographs of simulacra. The photographs of Invisible City printed 

for the thesis exhibition have been printed in this manner, making these prints an 

extension of the simulacra incarnate in the storefronts they depict. 
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3. The Document and Suppositional Images 

Appearance is derived from a combination of information or data (an index) and 

representation (which occurs in the mind and is evoked through the gaze). The more 

closely and intensely one looks at the semblance of an object in a photograph, for 

instance a bottle, the less that bottle's form will persist as a supposition for a bottle and 

the more that bottle's form will become the details which make up that bottle, the 

description. In such a case, the supposition of an object for the information in the image 

which describes the semblance of that object becomes upset. 

Photographs are not things that show the world, they are things in the world. A 

photograph is a recording of how light physically interacted with a light-sensitive medium 

over a period of time. This physical record provides the factual quality of the photograph, 

the raw information which forms the photograph and makes that photograph an 

objective document. The documentary quality of the photograph only pertains to the 

documentation of how light interacted with a light-sensitive medium. The raw physical 

information of the photograph is an index for what was photographed, in the way that a 

hole in a wall from a passing bullet could be said to be an index of that bullet. In itself 

this photographic index has no inherent representational meaning or representational 

documentation. When a viewer is able to perceive a semblance to something that exists 

in the world through the forms found in this information it then becomes possible for that 

viewer to project some form of representation onto that photograph. It is at this point 
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that a photograph becomes more than a document of data—it becomes an interpretation 

of data, a conjecture made using presuppositions. 

When such an interpretation is made, the information in a photograph becomes 

distorted by subjection and appears to be something else, allowing the idea of that 

something else to supplant the information. Instead of seeing a photograph for its flat 

areas of pigment, the objects whose semblance is formed by those pigments are 

supposed in place of those pigments in an act of supposition. 

Semblances that may be produced through interpretation correspond to a flattened two-

dimensional version of the world which lacks any other sensory perception, including 

depth, sound and smell. These semblances arise out of similar form, value and 

proportion that mimic this imaginary two-dimensional universe. It is a simulation that can 

transform the fact of the photograph into fictional illusion by enabling the semblances in 

the photograph to become suppositional for the things they represent. Despite that this 

supposition is only enabled through subjectivity, it becomes very easy to use the 

connection between the objective fact of the photograph and the subjective semblances 

perceived in a photograph to erroneously associate the representation projected onto a 

photograph with its factual information. Photographs depict nothing of reality; depiction 

requires subjective interpretation and so what a photograph might appear to depict is 

not factual or universal, even if it is based on factual information. The photograph is a 

new fact independent of the scene that was photographed. 
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A photograph in its representation cannot show a viewer something they have never 

seen or imagined before because the recognition of a semblance relies on the 

foreknowledge of a similar form. Since representation is merely a projection onto the 

information of a photograph, if a familiar semblance cannot be found then the viewer 

must either hallucinate a semblance by adapting a similar image from their memory or 

imagination, or acknowledge the photograph as unintelligible. 

The photograph also never shows anything as it has been seen before, even by the 

photographer, at least not in the exact same angle, scale or time. The photographer’s 

experience of the exact scene depicted in the photograph is always just as vicarious as 

any viewer’s. The exact image seen in a photograph cannot be seen when a photograph 

is made, so the outcome is always a surprise. During an exposure the photographer 

sees light reflected from the scene but cannot see the specific light reflected from the 

scene that is projected by the lens onto the film; this light is not available to the 

photographer’s eye during the exposure and forms an image separate from what their 

eye sees. Without precise psychic intervention, the photographer also cannot know 

what will happen in front of the lens after the shutter is opened. The photograph always 

presents a different image, however slight, than the exact image the photographer saw. 

This might make it seem like photography is completely the product of the accidental, 

and while there is indeed always an element of uncertainty at work, photographs are far 

from completely accidental. The photographer is tasked with creating situations where 
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an interesting or desirable photograph might be made. The way one thinks along with 

his or her worldview, presuppositions, experiences, assumptions and expectations all 

affect the way he or she will photograph and how the world will be looked at with a 

camera. In my photographic practice, for instance, I attempt to setup conditions that will 

increase the probability of producing the types of photographs I desire to take. I choose 

specific kinds of locations and routes to traverse at certain times of day or night using 

certain types of equipment. I attempt to find and create certain conditions not to make a 

specific picture but an interesting picture of any kind, and the result is often a picture 

that is unexpected [and in a sense, expected to be unexpected]. I also spend a 

considerable amount of time looking at images in order to train my unconscious mind in 

the possibilities and techniques of composition that I wish to use when photographing. It 

is no doubt that my own worldview, presuppositions, experiences, assumptions and 

expectations become proliferated through the work I make and the way I think about that 

work. 

Even if it were somehow possible to see the same view which a photograph records, the 

chemistry of the light-sensitive medium further removes the view of the photograph from 

what was seen by altering colour, value and time. This creates a certain distance, as 

every semblance in every photograph then becomes hallucinogenic conjecture. The form 

of a semblance may seem similar to an image contained within a viewer's memory but it 

can never be exactly the same, and so some level of hallucination is always necessary to 

connect the two. By adapting memories to fit a perceived semblance the memories are 
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necessarily distorted to fit. The memories become altered and embellished, like a false, 

ill-fitting human skin stretched over a golem in an attempt to make it human. There is a 

simultaneous distance and closeness between the viewer and the photograph that 

arises through this simulacrum-quality, a quality that transforms the foreign into the 

seemingly familiar when actually something entirely new has been produced, a hybrid of 

memory and index. 

This observation can be extended further. When one looks at an object one can never 

see that object for what it really is. There is no way to see physical appearance—one can 

only see light that reflects from a physical form which creates an appearance and this 

appearance is an image that can only exist within the mind. One cannot know a 

particular object by looking at it. Like the photograph, the mental image demands a 

similar act of interpretation if it is to make any kind of sense. Unlike the photograph 

however, a person has a history and context leading up to what they saw and other 

modes of perception beyond the image formed in their mind (the sensory systems of the 

eyes and body perceive far more than images, and images could be argued to be an 

inseparable soluble part of a greater whole of sensory experience). 

If one wishes to estimate the appearance of a photographic outcome, it can be useful to 

re-imagine what is seen into a set of visual elements (a mark-making of sorts). When 

photographed, things in the world become visual icons no longer attached to the matter 

they resemble. With photography it becomes possible to plot these visual icons 
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anywhere in the frame and allow their relation to other visual icons to remain visual, as 

such icons are no longer bound to the physical relationships their physical counterparts 

may have once shared. The scene photographed is always re-formed into something 

unique and foreign from the original scene; a fictional and surreal semblance of 

something that appears real but could not be. 

Garry Winogrand famously quipped, “Photography is not about the thing photographed. 

It is about how that thing looks photographed.” (“Garry Winogrand”) Winogrand often 

seemed not as interested in the suppositional qualities of the photograph as he was in 

the marked shift of appearance between a photograph’s two-dimensional and distorted 

representation and what is perceived by human eyes. When this incongruity between 

the semblance in a photograph and what is seen in the world becomes too great, 

supposition can fail and the informational nature of the photograph can become 

overwhelmingly apparent as the representational qualities of the photograph become 

transparent. In such a case the information of the photograph becomes the focus while 

its representation becomes marginalized. The photograph can become seen for what it 

really is instead of a projected representation, as an entity onto its own. 

This potential breakdown of supposition is attempted in a series of photographs I call 

Beyond the Object (plates 48 - 56) as well as in other works I have made (plates 31 

47). In Beyond the Object, the subject of the photograph is so central and obvious that 

it becomes difficult to look at as a subject and so can cease to persist as a 
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representation. The close distance to the subject in each photograph places most of the 

visual detail at the peripheral of the frame which aids in disarming representation by 

causing the eye to wander the peripheral and thereby allowing the formal qualities of the 

central part of the image to prevail; the shapes and colours that form the semblance of 

the subject become exposed for what they are. Context defines an object by a 

presentation of contrast. The photographs in Beyond the Object reduce context until a 

certain tension is developed between the object and the context that defines it, to a 

balancing point where the object threatens to fade away leaving only its information. The 

object depicted is still recognizable as an object and yet also as the non

representational information that defines it. This tension between representation and 

form functions much like Magritte’s painting, Ceci n'est pas une pipe (This is not a pipe) 

which through its title and the text painted into the painting indicates a self-awareness 

that its forms are not suppositional for the object (the pipe) which a viewer is likely to 

perceive a semblance of in the painting. 

Data is just that, data. Data is not inherently meaningful. Photographs are a raw data of 

the interaction of light and light-sensitive material. The power of well-known photographs 

is only found in presupposed connections to well-known major events and not in the 

photographs alone. Without knowledge of those events, the pictures attributed to those 

events have little intrinsic meaning or cultural power; they become reduced to a set of 

data without interpretation. Without a projection of interpretation, data is without 

meaning besides the meaning that it exists as data. Interpretation does not alter data in 
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any way; data remains autonomous and in a non-reflexive relationship with any 

interpretation—data may provide support for an interpretation but an interpretation 

cannot provide support for data. Despite the often immediate suppositional effect the 

information in a photograph may have on a viewer, it is impossible to reconcile the 

complete information of a photograph into a full representational understanding of that 

photograph without external elements such as knowledge, experience, text, juxtaposition 

or context. Interpretations made on an isolated photograph are mere surmise. 

This leaves the meaning of the isolated photograph open to fictional interpretations that 

can seem as powerful as the interpretation which might unknowingly be accurate. 

Without external reference, all interpretations regardless of truth value can only find an 

assignment through the use of fiction and imagination, and all such interpretations leave 

the photograph itself unaffected, its photographic truth. The photograph is a conclusion 

that cannot prove itself in any representational manner and yet its very existence is 

purely informational and thus implies a potential representational meaning (a beginning, 

a story; the information did not create itself). An isolated photograph can appear to 

provide evidence for anything but actually provides evidence for nothing. The ability to 

project interpretations without restriction onto a lone photograph enables unlimited 

simulacra to develop through a collaboration of looking and seeing, a dynamic ghostly 

appearance produced through the meeting of index and subjectivity. 



 
 

                

             

       

         

            

         

          

          

         

          

            

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

14 

In a series I made of black and white Polaroids called Evidence (plates 74 - 77), it is 

unclear what precisely is happening in each image; it is only clear that something is 

happening. Close inspection of each image reveals that all depict events which take 

place in the same area and were photographed from a similar vantage point. The passive 

information presented by each Polaroid does not tell a complete story but seems to, 

inviting speculation and interpretation. This interpretation allows fictional events to be 

constructed out of real events. The juxtaposition of these Polaroids displayed together in 

pairs expands and directs the potential for narrative while subtle differences in details 

like the weather and objects cast suspicion on the truth of the connections created by 

these groupings. Real events take on a staged quality as the Polaroids appear to 

provide evidence not for what did happen but for what could have and what did not. 
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4. Photography and Perception 

A fact cannot be directly experienced. Only an index of a fact can be directly 

experienced. Take a towel for instance. It is a fact [I presume] in its existence, but I have 

no method for directly accessing the materialism of that towel. I can perceive an index of 

the light which reflects from the towel to my eye. I can feel nerve impulses generated in 

my finger tips after molecules in my fingertips interact with the molecules that form the 

towel. These perceptions all form new unique and autonomous facts and are not the 

original fact of the towel. I can thus know about the towel but never the towel itself 

because it is always an other to my body and its consciousness. It is like trying to know 

an unseen rock in motion from standing at a distant shore and examining only the ripples 

created. Perception produces a second-hand experience that occurs in a mental, 

symbolic realm of feelings and intensities separate from physical space and yet 

somehow representative of physical space. 

Photographs provide a further-removed index of objects for our perception. Camera 

lenses focus and isolate light in a similar function to the human eye which allows the 

viewer of a photograph to imagine how a scene might have looked if they had seen the 

light recorded by the photograph with their own eye. The photograph is a simulation 

often intended to be decoded using imagination. 
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My approach to how and what I photograph is often intuitive. I trust my unconscious 

mind [body] to make the necessary calculations and decisions because I believe it 

perceives more and is faster and more capable of complex decisions and imagination 

than my conscious mind. I typically look at a scene quickly with eyes relaxed and 

unfocused, and if in that instant what I see evokes a feeling of interest then I trip the 

shutter and take the picture. My photographs often reflect this unseeing method of 

looking and depict an indirect gaze into the landscape, a document for the relationship 

of forms rather than things. 

When one wishes to draw an object realistically, like an eye, one must forget one is 

looking at an “eye” and instead observe, identify and isolate the shapes that make up 

that eye and attempt to duplicate those shapes with marks on paper. If one draws an 

eye thinking one is drawing an eye, most often one will end up drawing what one thinks 

an eye should look like instead of the actual appearance of the specific eye one is 

attempting to draw. This strategy uses a non-representational approach to create an 

end-product that is often intended to be representational. 

In Looking Without Seeing and Beyond the Object (plates 31 - 56) I take this strategy 

and apply it to photography to employ a different way of looking. I look at the forms 

before me rather than the potential subjects and objects and compose each image with 

regard to those forms alone. I attempt to photograph the landscape as it can look 

instead of how I think it should look. The documentary quality of the resulting 
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photographs is frequently incoherent and uncertain; the photographs often do not 

present an individual subject or focus but instead present a view. This view can at times 

be jarring and unexpected, a challenge to common conceptions of landscape and the 

traditional documentary role of photography. The viewer who desires or assumes 

representation is left to attempt the mental reconstruction of a place or subject from 

each image by restlessly shifting his or her gaze through the image in an effort to identify 

focal points and recognizable semblances in order to form the necessary subjects and 

objects. 

Photography does not document things as much as it documents how things are looked 

at. Observation is what generates subjects and creates hierarchies out of reality thereby 

allowing one to categorize and make sense of reality. Without observation, reality exists 

in a state of superposition where all things are potentially both subject and object if set 

in relation to a person. The photographs in Looking Without Seeing (plates 31 - 47) 

demonstrate this superposition through the lack of a specific individual subject—from a 

representational viewpoint it is unclear what specifically each image intended to 

document. All that can be recognized is the document itself. 

This documentary appearance found in photographs is what Walker Evans termed 

“documentary style”. Evans used this term to differentiate between the document, which 

has a use value, and art, which is useless and only emulates the style of the document 

through its presentation of factual indexical information. Photography in an art context 
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has no restrictions or guidelines regarding the information it frames or the way it frames 

that information because it has no use value. The purpose and potential of that 

information is irrelevant. (Salvesen 16) Likewise, my photographs provide information 

whose purpose is not representation, where representation becomes incidental and out 

of sync with common notions of landscape. When the photographs of Looking Without 

Seeing are viewed with an expectation for representation the photographs can take on a 

foreign and surreal quality, but these qualities are not the product of the photograph’s 

information. These qualities are actually a reflection of that viewer’s expectations for 

representation from the photograph’s information, expectations which are foreign and 

surreal to the completely factual and real indexical [and non-representational] information 

of the photograph. 

There are some who believe that all photography is inherently representational and that 

all photography has a subject. This idea is easily dispelled. A photograph taken with the 

camera pointed straight up at a clear blue sky or taken in a dark closet will inherently 

represent nothing, in print only a field of primarily similar pigments would be visible. Such 

photographs become apparent objects similar to any other object. I would suggest that 

in fact all photography is non-representational and without subject. The viewer is what 

adds both of these qualities through expectations for representation and subject, a 

projection that is entirely separate from the information that makes up the photograph. 

With a certain set of expectations, representation could be applied to any object. 
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Photographs are not images. Images do not exist in the world; there is no such thing as 

a physical image. Images are mental constructions influenced by the index created in 

one's eye by light reflected from the objects in front of that eye; images are abstractions 

of information. When the information in a photograph is viewed it is always within a 

dynamic environment affected by a buffer of atmosphere and light that continuously 

change. The body viewing the information is itself in constant motion as a heart beats, a 

chest heaves with breath, muscles work to stabilize and keep one upright against 

gravity, and many other dynamic elements are continually to work. The angle of viewing 

is almost never perfectly perpendicular and there is perspective, variances in scale and 

imperfections in one’s eyes. Yet despite all of this, somehow humans are able to 

conceive of the static image. Not only can humans conceive of the static image, humans 

can also recognize and equate appearances that in physical reality are not very similar at 

all (for example, seeing the same photograph printed in colour and in monochromatic 

values or seeing a photograph in print on a wall and then as a scanned version viewed 

on a computer monitor). It is because humans can mentally reduce what is seen into an 

image that humans can also mentally reduce different bodies of information into the 

same image despite that this is not what they have actually seen (in the strictly physical 

sense). Humans can often recognize the same object despite seeing it with different 

appearances. 

Pigmented marks on a paper may form a dog but the marks and the dog depicted are 

unrelated. It is the configuration of the marks that is dog-like by corresponding to what 
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the eye has seen a dog look like. Viewed close, the marks are still only marks, individual 

and without relation. The eyes and mind consolidate the marks into a relationship to form 

the image of a dog. The viewer can only see represented what was already possible in 

their own mind. The marks and the dog are related and cannot be untangled yet also 

separate and not combinable, existing in parallel. My work is often concerned with this 

tension between what might be seen in the image and what the image is. 
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5. Information and Representation 

When I was a child I would often irritate my parents whenever I would attempt to relay 

the details of an event that had happened. I seemed to lack the ability to discern which 

fact might be more important than another and more pertinent to the point of the event; 

instead I would describe every lengthy detail exactly as I recalled it, giving each detail 

equal importance as I did not want to influence or short-change my audience’s 

comprehension of what had happened in its entirety. This difficulty in editing still haunts 

me today. It is likely no coincidence that photography appeals to me; in a photograph, 

no fact is missed. 

In the closing essay of Lee Friedlander’s photo book, The Desert Seen, Friedlander 

discusses the photograph and its excess of fact. To illustrate the excess of fact 

recorded by the photograph he cites an experience he had in making a photograph: 

I only wanted Uncle Vern standing by his new car (a Hudson) on a clear day. I 

got him and the car. I also got a bit of Aunt Mary’s laundry and Beau Jack, the 

dog, peeing on the fence, and a row of potted tuberous begonias on the porch 

and seventy-eight trees and a million pebbles in the driveway and more. It’s a 

generous medium, photography. (Friedlander 103) 
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While Friedlander may have interest in the subjects of his photographs, more often his 

concern appears focused on how the excessive information describing those subjects is 

arranged within the photograph. The views he chooses to photograph often 

demonstrate the high level of visual complexity that is made possible by the large 

amount of information contained within a photograph. 

The subject a photographer intends to capture is irrelevant with regard to what a camera 

actually records on film. While some parts of what is captured may be accounted for by 

the photographer, there will always be details the photographer was unaware of, 

unintended information that slipped through the sieve of his or her conscious view to be 

permanently implanted amidst the information that was desired. 

As Friedlander recognized, the photograph presents an immense wealth of fact 

(information). This information is a product of the objective record created by light 

interacting with a light-sensitive medium and is independent of any perceived 

representation. A red area of pigment is always a red area of pigment regardless of what 

it might be thought to mean or represent. The meaning or representation of this 

information cannot be absolutely controlled; different viewers may perceive different 

things when looking at a photograph. Likewise, the same viewer viewing the same 

photograph at a different time or with a different environmental juxtaposition may 

perceive different things. 
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The photograph is not only an index of reflected light from a scene but can also 

simultaneously be perceived as a representation of that scene through semblances 

created by the forms and values provided by its indexical qualities. This reconciliation of 

index and representation is unique to the photograph. It is through a balance of 

information and semblances inviting representational projection that the photograph is 

capable of operating as a suppositional document for appearance. 

Informational (indexical) and representational (iconic) qualities appear to be inversely 

related. When information increases in detail, the effective representational quality of 

that information becomes decreased. The mapping of the human genome by the Human 

Genome Project presents an extreme example of this relation. Despite and due to the 

immense amount of detailed information this mapping provides about human physiology, 

reading the raw data on its own does not provide a reader with a clear image of the 

human body. 

Likewise, when the effective representation of a set of information is increased, the detail 

of information becomes decreased. An example of this can be found in the icons 

indicating gender which are commonly found on washroom doors. These icons offer 

little information and rely almost completely on symbolism. A male icon typically consists 

of a generic outline of the human body but lacks any pictorial depiction of genitalia. It 

represents the male gender but lacks the information to describe the specifics of what 
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determines male gender. Foreknowledge in the surrounding cultural conventions is 

required to ascertain the icon’s signification of the male gender. 

The delicate balance between the photograph’s ability to record information about light 

from a scene and its ability to represent that scene through this information becomes 

unbalanced in the photographs that form my series entitled Looking Without Seeing 

(plates 31 - 47). The method I used to select the framing in these photographs 

intentionally placed an emphasis on the informational properties of each photograph 

through an attention to form and value while ignoring the semblance or representation 

those elements might communicate. As a result, the apparent representation of each 

scene photographed can often appear vague and confusing. 

To further enhance the informational qualities of the photographs in Looking Without 

Seeing, very small apertures were used to produce a massive depth of field in which the 

background and foreground details are equally sharp. This produces an unbiased clarity 

and distinction for all of the information deposited throughout the photograph. Depth of 

field is a device typically used by the photographer to control and direct the viewer’s 

gaze by showing the viewer what part of the photograph to focus on through an isolation 

of sharp details surrounded by blurred, out of focus areas. In the case of these 

photographs where every detail has equally sharp focus, any effective representational 

focus becomes difficult to intuit, interpret and judge. 
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The use of framing and depth of field yields photographs which do not appear to 

document anything in particular. The photographs depict incoherent subjects and 

uncommon, alternative views of the cultural landscape—views unconcerned with 

subjects, objects, or the photographer’s gaze which would ordinarily impart such 

distinctions, distinctions the cultural landscape was designed to facilitate. Each 

photograph acts as a simulacrum that describes without adequately revealing what is 

being described and what each viewer should see. The lack of expected semblances to 

facilitate the projection of representation result in the indexical quality of each 

photograph becoming more apparent. That is not to suggest that all representation is 

lost, only slightly displaced. An image becomes more realistic and simultaneously more 

unintelligible when it emphasizes information. This in turn reduces the effect of 

representation. 

If an object’s “real” form could be directly and completely experienced it would be a 

sublime experience, an information overload, an experience beyond our very limited 

comprehension which must rely on iconicism and representation to function. The more 

unexpected a photograph appears, the more “real” a viewer’s experience of that 

photograph’s information becomes, in the sense that a viewer of this type lacks a 

preconceived form of representation to project onto such a photograph and must search 

for a new mode of representational understanding. 
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The balance of representation and information is a relevant dilemma in contemporary 

culture where information is ubiquitous and unlimited due to new modes of 

communication like the Internet. This growth of information has made it increasingly 

difficult to determine clearly what all of that information means or if it means anything at 

all. The magnitude of this information is no longer revealing of this world but instead 

leads to a further world; much like the precisely mapped empire that is described by 

Jorge Luis Borges in Of Exactitude of Science: 

...In that Empire, the craft of Cartography attained such Perfection that the Map 

of a Single province covered the space of an entire City, and the Map of the 

Empire itself an entire Province. In the course of Time, these Extensive maps 

were found somehow wanting, and so the College of Cartographers evolved a 

Map of the Empire that was of the same Scale as the Empire and that coincided 

with it point for point. Less attentive to the Study of Cartography, succeeding 

Generations came to judge a map of such Magnitude cumbersome, and, not 

without Irreverence, they abandoned it to the Rigours of sun and Rain. In the 

western Deserts, tattered Fragments of the Map are still to be found, Sheltering 

an occasional Beast or beggar; in the whole Nation, no other relic is left of the 

Discipline of Geography. (“Of Exactitude in Science”) 

The new excess of information provided by contemporary modes of communication 

might indicate that the meaning of things in the world is no longer relevant to our 
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culture—communication now supersedes the amassing of information and has itself 

become a primary source for meaning. 
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6. Space and Landscape 

Space and the landscape feature prominently in my work. Visual space is formed by 

photographing the physical space of various primarily cultural landscapes. Human 

improvisation and construction of the landscape create the visual building blocks for the 

photographs I produce. The index of such places is an integral part of the work. 

In a series I call Producing Landscape (plates 57 - 73), I have photographed suburban 

houses under construction. The wood framing stage in the construction of North 

American houses presents an unfolding of space, one which enframes the surrounding 

landscape as much as the surrounding landscape enframes it. The resulting division of 

space divides perspective into the interior and the exterior. This division causes a 

production of landscape—a doubling of the existing landscape in the creation of a 

simultaneous perspective from the interior of each house, a view in which the outer 

landscape is framed by the house and appears as an image. Likewise, each photograph 

depicting these internal landscapes reduces this play of landscapes and images into a 

further image while simultaneously opening a new perspective, a new unfolding of space 

and landscape in which a viewer observes the photograph. 

In my work I explore space through the visual composition of forms. This act necessarily 

affects the meaning of the work and acknowledges the photograph’s visual qualities. 

The square frames of the photographs are a conscious part of this exploration and affect 
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its meaning. In the case of Producing Landscape, the strong constructed geometry of 

the square frame calls attention to the constructed visible endoskeletal geometry of the 

houses photographed. A tension is produced as the square manages to operate as a 

window into the space of the house interiors by the presence of perspective lines while 

maintaining an object-like quality reminding the viewer that the image they are seeing is 

itself a constructed object. Similarly, the visual characteristics of perspective are at work 

in the photographs of Invisible City, allowing the photographs to function as windows 

into discrete scenes while the square frames reference the rigid geometric construction 

of the windows which display and protect interior contents. These photographs likewise 

demonstrate an openly constructed space and it is the operation of that space both 

pictorially and physically which define the work. 

Other works, like that of Looking Without Seeing and Beyond the Object (plates 31 

56) evoke not the traditional picture window framing conventions of art history but the 

nonillusionistic and often non-representational art-object connotations embraced by the 

abstract movement in the twentieth century. The square was often used in this 

movement as a means “to interpret a reality that was not confined to the visible world.” 

(Elsen 419) While the rectangle mimics the rectangular view produced by two eyes, the 

square seems obtrusive and unnatural, an antithesis to representations of natural 

landscape. My photographs often stretch their concern beyond illusionism to emphasize 

an indexical and visual nature. These photographs manipulate optical perspective to 

form unusual sensations of depth and space which can seem unnatural. Some of these 
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photographs share traits not only with the work of geometric abstract artworks and their 

use of the square in non-representational pursuits but also the works of artists like Henry 

Matisse and Pablo Picasso in their denial of traditional illusionism while preserving 

representation (Elsen 421). The experiments found in my work for subject-object 

relationships, the affect of colours, form and juxtaposition and tests of the boundaries for 

representation bear some resemblance to the interests and experiments of the 

Perceptual Abstractionists. 

Aided by the square as well as other visual strategies, the strong visual cues in the 

compositions of my photographs at times threaten to override the illusionistic nature of 

the photograph. The structure of the image is often constructed with a geometric 

skeleton involving the alignment and intersection of edges and shapes, suggesting a 

greater coherency in the visual form, a sense of intentionality in the face of what often 

seems to be an accidental framing. Lines do not only connect and align; often lines 

invisibly project from where they end to connect and align with other distant lines and 

shapes. This implies a further invisible structure that while not physically or visually 

present can be subtly formed in the viewer’s mind, perhaps even unconsciously; an 

organizational order that is perceived without being seen. Repeated and mirrored forms 

are also common to my work and are further enhanced by the absolute symmetry of the 

square. The square imparts such a strong symmetrical balance that compositions often 

remain visually balanced even when mirrored horizontally or vertically. Elements of the 

extreme foreground are used periodically to abruptly divide the frame, 
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compartmentalizing the frame visually and creating frames within frames. Signs, 

shadows, poles and other physical elements are also used to produce new frames 

within frames. Strong contrasts and colours work to suggest space distinct and new 

from the physical space photographed. Blocks of solid colour visually reduce the 

imagery and work as distinct forms fostering integral visual relationships. 

Shadows, ordinarily a lack of light, are treated as solid physical objects which interact 

with the positive space as if they too were a positive space. Shadows often also signify 

that which is not visible in the image, reaching into the frame cast from objects unseen. 

Shadows function like photographs in the signification of what is absent by that very 

absence. The light in the Invisible City series functions as an inverse of this 

phenomenon by signifying an absence through an illuminating presence which reveals 

that absence. In both phenomena, absence and presence, and light and darkness are 

tied together in inseparable relation. 

It is the context that is the source of an object's power as an object; the perception of 

an object is defined by its context. Context interests me much more than subject and is 

where my attention is most often directed. This attention to context is at many times so 

absorptive that the subject becomes ignored. Often this affects how I frame what I see 

with the camera and is visible in the resulting pictures. The edges of the frame are of 

crucial concern for me, often at the expense of the center. With a square frame, the eye 

naturally moves to the center and in many of my photographs finds nothing, only a void, 
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before being pulled back to the edges of the frame where the detail is most saturated. 

This invokes a tension between outer and inner space, periphery and center, and causes 

an activation of the image where the eye can wander with dynamic sensation. 

In photography the square is a traditional format, a product of function. Lenses are 

circular and project a circular image area. The square is a logical format choice because 

it is able to cover a maximum size of the projected image area while maintaining straight-

edged sides. Lenses have a physics at work which dictates changes in rendering from 

the optical center to the outer boundaries of the lens. Cropping a photograph fails to 

preserve the logic of the lens’ rendering for perspective and detail and can incur strange 

distortions in the rendering of the image. The square preserves the fullest possible 

rendering of the light projected by a lens. 
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7. Digital Images and the Internet 

There is a photographer named Brent Bennett whose work I continually return to for 

inspiration. When I began looking at his work at regular intervals, the only point of 

access was a website run from a slow server. Eventually I decided to download his 

images for quicker perusal offline, and it gave me the idea to do this with every image I 

found that was interesting. So began my private collection of jpeg files which at the time 

of this writing numbers above 12,000. 

I later decided it was time to return to the Internet the images it had given me, and so 

began a blog called Images Found (http://imagesfound.blogspot.com) to display those 

images. 

Once one had to go to libraries, exhibitions or buy books and prints to see images. Now 

images of photographs are widely available through the Internet offering unparalleled 

access. One can now be exposed to an immense magnitude of visual vocabulary and 

learning that was previously impossible. 

I often collect images with a bias to certain formal qualities rather than subject, taking 

the interestingness of the image into account over the interestingness of the subject. I 

collect the images I would make myself were I to have seen the same image in the field. 

In a sense I have made every image I have collected, having made the images in the only 

http:http://imagesfound.blogspot.com


 
 

             

        

            

          

             

          

  

              

               

          

               

          

                

               

          

             

             

            

            

             

                

    

34 

place they can exist, my mind. It is perhaps because of this that the images I have 

collected often feel like they are mine, like I made them. An intimate connection develops 

between myself and those images that I collect and study. At the same time, images that 

I have made with my own camera often feel like they are not mine, like they are 

somebody else’s and I only now possess and control them. The camera is an object 

separate from my body and what it produces is always foreign. 

A few years ago and around the same time that I began this collection, I realized that I 

had seen many images I deemed interesting and became curious as to why I could so 

easily recognize a “good” well-composed image in the images I found on the Internet 

and in books but not so readily in the field when I am making images for myself. I came 

to hypothesize that the aesthetic logic was available in my mind but required 

development. It did not seem to be a conscious logic but a feeling. So I looked at as 

many “good” pictures as I could find, often in rapid succession, as a means of training 

my unconscious to form and recognize images with a similar aesthetic logic of space 

and composition. I spent the entire spring and summer of 2009 subjecting my mind to 

finding and looking at such images as a full-time job, spending most hours of the day 

searching and looking. It appears to have made a difference because after this period 

my own ability to recognize pictures in the field grew and my yield of “good” pictures 

exponentially grew. I think the process and repetition of editing what I saw to find the 

“good” pictures has likely also contributed and built up my ability to feel out pictures that 

will be interesting to me. 
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8. Photography and Digital Images 

Film and digital technologies are often treated as interchangeable terms when 

discussing photography because both can produce an image, but are these 

technologies indeed interchangeable? 

Every medium is distinguished by a unique set of properties which in turn affects the 

meaning of work produced within that medium. Digital cameras are built to mimic the 

function and ergonomics of film cameras and so it is useful to examine the nature of film 

technologies when attempting to understand the current state of digital cameras. 

When using a film camera, light reflects off objects and passes through the lens where it 

is focused onto a piece of film. Colour film is made up of layers of light-sensitive material 

called emulsions, each of which are sensitive to different wavelengths of light, most 

often that of red, green and blue. Each layer of colour emulsion is actually 

monochromatic but when overlaid a colour image can be formed. These layers typically 

contain silver halide crystals (grains) and colour dye couplers in a base of gelatin. Silver 

halide crystals are naturally sensitive to light and once exposed a chemical reaction 

occurs that alters each crystal, invisibly allowing a latent image to be formed by the 

altered crystals in the emulsion. The film is then developed in chemicals which cause the 

affected silver halide crystals to react and interact with the colour couplers producing 
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clouds of coloured dye in those areas. More chemicals are then used to remove the 

silver halide crystals leaving only the dye. (“How Film Makes Images”) 

The visible final image of the developed film exists as a linear physical trace of the light 

that was projected onto it, a record of the light that was reflected from the original scene 

and its interaction with the film. The image of the film thus contains similarly positioned 

and proportioned forms and values to the light that was projected on it. The image on 

developed film is an original. Prints can be made from film by projecting light through the 

film onto light-sensitive paper, but the film itself cannot be duplicated exactly. Film-based 

imaging operates in a purely physical space and is purely objective in its record of the 

forms and values of the light projected onto it. It is similar to if one were to throw a rock 

against a fence leaving scrape marks. Such marks become an index of that rock. The 

fence after such an event continues to persist, preserving the evidence of its interaction 

with the rock. That is what film is, an artifact of a physical interaction. Literally translated 

from Latin, photo means “light” and graph means “draw”. At a level of semantics, the 

term photography implies a visible physical record (drawing/writing) through an affection 

by light. 

It is at this fundamental level of function, the recording of light, that digital camera 

sensors diverge from film. Digital camera sensors utilize analog elements at their core. 

There are various configurations of these sensors currently in use. Most consumer digital 

cameras use either the charge-coupled device (CCD) or the active-pixel sensor (APS or 
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CMOS). Both of these sensor designs function in similar ways. Each uses an array of 

microscopic photodiodes which are capable of independently generating electrical 

currents linearly proportional to the intensity of light they are exposed to. The electrical 

currents produced are sequentially fed through an analog-digital converter which yields 

digital values that are then stored in a digital memory. Since each photodiode is capable 

of measuring luminosity only, solid coloured filters (red, blue and green) are positioned 

over each photodiode in an alternating checkered pattern. Each photodiode is covered 

by a single colour and measures the value for that colour alone. The digital values 

collected from these photodiodes are then interpolated by software involving complex 

algorithms. A list of colour values is calculated by this software, combining the red, blue 

and green values into a fuller chromatic spectrum. The raw digital data cannot form an 

image without interpretation as it is simply a list of electrical current measurements. 

Where film generates a physical record, the electrical measurements of light created in a 

digital sensor are temporary. The resulting image information is not a trace to some 

original light as it is with film but is a measurement turned statistic. The colour statistics 

produced are arbitrary and abstract in their signification of the values originally 

measured. As a set of statistics, the relationship of the digital image file to photography 

is questionable as there is nothing inherent to the digital image file that makes it an 

image, let alone a photograph. Digital image files contain sets of binary-based numeric 

values acting as a code which requires a key for translation into an image. While digital 

image files are typically produced with the intention of using specific software to 
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interpret the data, the symbolic nature of the values in these files does not predestine 

their interpretation to any one software program, leaving interpretation completely open. 

Different software programs will interpret the data differently, such as text editors which 

will not interpret the data into an image resembling the light originally projected onto the 

sensor. Even different programs intended to display images often interpret values 

differently. The digital image is not inherently visual; it is abstract and has no visual or 

physical form. The digital image is not fixed and finds its base description in language 

rather than physical value. There is no original in digital imaging and every copy is 

identical (one might also argue that there are a theoretical infinite number of originals, if 

the notion of the original is not associated with the physical object and is applied to the 

idea or symbol). 

The digital image operates in a purely symbolic space and is purely subjective, a 

significant contrast to the film image’s purely physical and objective nature. As a set of 

data, the digital image has no direct connection to the scene that was photographed; its 

relationship to that scene is obliterated by the symbolic basis and origin of that data, 

data which has also been affected by screens of constructed data and second and 

third-hand representations (and manipulations) of that data. Digital images are a type of 

computer rendering similar to motion capture and computerized rotoscoping where 

measurements are made from objects and then visually rendered in virtual as a simulated 

object. 
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Film photography produces a still image because of a limit in the material media of film 

itself. As film is exposed, the reaction to light causes a change in value. There is a 

material limitation to the amount of exposure film can endure before this reaction fades 

and ceases, the change in value having reached a maximum. After a certain amount of 

exposure the film becomes uniformly exposed and thus devoid of detail (in which case it 

remains a record of light, just one without a visible differentiation of detail). Film 

produces an image most similar to the light shone on it when a balanced reaction is 

enacted, a midpoint between a reaction of nothing and everything. 

Here also digital image capture differs from film as the reaction that occurs when the 

photodiodes are exposed to light results in the production of a constant and perpetual 

electrical current. Digital sensors are typically configured to store this current in an 

additive fashion, and this storage occurs after and apart from the reaction of the 

photodiode to light. While the silver halide grain reacts to light for only a limited duration 

before a maximum saturation of effect is reached, the photodiode is capable of 

converting light to current indefinitely. In a sense it is not a “light-drawing” but a “light

measurement” as no drawing or interaction is made, only a measurement and then 

release of light-energy. The light does not interact with the sensor but is preserved as 

energy, energy which is transferred to electrical current. There is no reaction or 

transformation, only a direct translation to electricity which is then measured before the 

energy of the light is purged and released from the sensor. Where the film photograph 

exists as an object, the digital image is virtual and a simulacrum. 
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A constant value can be produced by a photodiode in place of film’s forced dynamic 

value. There is no physical limitation for the photodiode's conversion of light energy to 

electrical current. Light hitting the photodiode could potentially be measured indefinitely 

even as it changes, resulting in a ceaselessly dynamic stream of light information. 

Streaming light measurement, a potential underlying nature of digital image capture, 

calls into further question the relationship of digital image capture to photography and 

would appear to suggest that it is potentially something else, something which to my 

knowledge is not precisely defined at present. The potential capabilities of digital image 

capture are similar to video but present a new form, a seamless and fluid flow of 

information without inherent visual form and without frames in its undelineated and 

indefinite measurement. It is a medium of statelessness and statistics. The sensor for 

digital image capture can be programmed and physically configured to produce still 

images, but this act truncates the potential of this technology by isolating a fragment of 

a larger body of potential statistics. 

Photography is a narrow field defined by a medium which has interacted with light and 

remained altered (an imprinted embodiment of that interaction). Digital cameras simulate 

the results of photography but generate image information only and not physical 

photographic information. The mimicry of film technologies by digital cameras is 

detrimental both to the progression of digital technologies and the practice of 

photography in which film technologies are at risk of becoming displaced and lost in 

favour of an inferior technology incapable of performing the same function. 
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The physical photograph is an essential part of its message, not just the representation 

one might see (perceive) in a photograph. The photograph is the message. The digital 

image however must find forced refuge in shape-shifting, distorted indexes and virtual 

representations if it is to be perceived, having no object at its core. One is therefore 

tempted to ask, what is its message? 
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