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ABSTRACT 

 
WORKING WITHIN | POST-PHOTOGRAPHY AND THE PRACTICE OF 

ECOLOGICAL STEWARDSHIP  

 

James Farley 

 

A thesis submitted in the partial fulfilment of the requirements for the degree of 

Doctor of Philosophy. 

 
Working Within is a practice-as-research project exploring alternative approaches to 

photography at a time of ecological crisis. Situated within the post-photographic 

moment, Working Within combines ecological thinking with the moral practice of 

stewardship to explore approaches to making that critique the enduring European 

aesthetic traditions of landscape photography. Such traditions are built upon dualistic 

thinking and perpetuate the myth of human beings as separate or above the rest of 

the natural world. As the realities of our actions begin to manifest in the form of 

anthropogenic climate change, we know this not to be true. This project explores an 

ecological worldview from within, using alternative modes of photography to 

develop an ethical aesthetic grounded in engagement, openness and respect.  

 

The various photographic projects of Working Within employ a variety of 

methodological approaches to explore new channels of dialogue. Each responding in 

some way to the threatening complexity of anthropogenic climate change and 

ecological estrangement, while also trying to subvert or flatten historical hierarchies 

that have allowed the ongoing exploitation of earth’s resources and nonhuman life. 

This falls in line with the growing movement across disciplines, seeking to question 

anthropocentric thinking and the values of consumption and excess associated with a 

globalized, capitalist, consumer society. Ultimately, it is cameraless photography, 

specifically the generative and collaborative process called lumen printing, which is 

embraced as most effectively embodying the ecological values that will inform a 

new cultural period of earthly stewardship. 
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The lumen print process is reminiscent of the earliest forms of photographic 

experimentation. In this contemporary application, the process has been refined to 

embody a more ecological approach by embracing openness, engagement and the 

serendipity of chance. Each lumen print is a unique object, the outcome of a 

collaboration between multiple forms of human and non-human agency. As an 

object that reveals itself slowly, lumen prints conjure a dual indexicality which 

points to the haptic exchange registered in both photographic and material terms, 

while also evoking the ceaseless cycle of give and take at the heart of all ecological 

process. In this approach, the representative powers of cameraless photography are 

considered in equal measure with their affective and material qualities, to both 

embody and enact the reciprocity and respect central to an emergent culture of 

ecological stewardship. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 

Working Within explores the possibility of promoting, enabling and practicing 

ecological awareness through post-photography as a form of ecological stewardship. 

This research stems from a sense of trepidation towards the mounting threat posed 

by anthropogenic climate change, combined with a deep sense of alienation from the 

environment in which I live. This project is dually motivated by a desire to 

understand my position as an active agent within the Anthropocene and to challenge 

my complacency in a culture defined by anxiety, exploitation and consumption. 

Ultimately, Working Within is characterized by a desire to move beyond narratives 

of life in the Anthropocene as defined by anxiety and fear, focusing instead on the 

potential to shape a more ethical, moral and ecologically inclusive future. 

 

This exegesis comprises 30% of my total submission for assessment and seeks to 

contextualize a series of practical projects carried out between 2014 and 2017. Each 

of these developments contributed knowledge as stand-alone projects, while 

contributing to and altering the overall trajectory of the research. As this was 

practice-as-research, the practical outcomes, in the form of a series of appendixes 

and a solo exhibition at Wagga Wagga Art Gallery, will constitute the remaining 

70% of my submission. 

 

This paper will slip between points heavily reliant on visual data and those more 

textual, as is required to accurately reflect the diverse range of influences on the 

development and refinement of ideas and critical understanding as the project 

progressed. As an artist working in the post-photographic moment, the act of 

photographing cannot be separated from the act of critical thinking or historical 

contextualization, as all these activities involve the creation, interpretation and 

dissemination of various forms of information. In this sense, my understanding of 

practice is best described in the notion put forward by Bruno Latour, where practice 

is not the opposite of theory, but a regression to a point prior to the fork in the road 

that allowed the two to diverge. For Latour, “practice is useable only as a term 
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without an opposite, synonymous with ‘course of action’ or ‘trajectory’.”1 As is the 

case with any of the experimental project, I could not predict any one trajectory or 

potential outcome. For this reason, I would identify my practical methodology as 

rhizomatic, or somewhat alike Mitchel Resnick’s ecological framework outlined in 

Thinking Like a Tree (2003), based on the acronym TREE - Testing Randomly, 

Evaluating outcomes and Electing a position from which to start the process again. 2 

My project also reinforces Graeme Sullivan’s notion that practice is itself a 

legitimate form of research, with knowledge being generated as the thinking-

through-making is experienced, interpreted, constructed and understood.3 

Throughout this project I have engaged in various modes of practice; such as reading 

words and images critically, discussing ideas casually and creating new works 

prolifically. This combined approach enables a multidirectional and protean process 

of seeking, creating and questioning new knowledge. 

 

In the following chapters I will weave together various threads of discourse from 

contemporary post-photography, ecological theory and the environmental humanities 

in order to contextualize my work. I will unpack each project to demonstrate how the 

values of the emergent culture of stewardship can be dreamed, tested and applied 

through the combined creative force of ecological thinking and post-photographic 

practice. 

  

                                                
1	Bruno	Latour,	et	al.	"An	Inquiry	into	Modes	of	Existence."		http://modesofexistence.org/		
2	Mitchel	Resnick,	"Thinking	Like	a	Tree	(and	Other	Forms	of	Ecological	Thinking),"	International	Journal	of	Computers	
for	Mathematical	Learning	8,	no.	1	(2003).	
3	Graeme	Sullivan,	Art	Practice	as	Research	(Sage	Publications,	2005).	Pg.	96	
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Overview of Thesis 
 

Section One begins with A New Dialectic, the photographic series which occupied 

the first 12-18 months of my research exploring the aesthetic tradition of the 

sublime. A New Dialectic engages a contemporary, digital equivalent to the formalist 

traditions of 20th century American landscape photography to explore the sublime in 

relation to the vast scale and complexity of human intervention on the environment. 

Although met with a positive critical response, the initial exhibition of A New 

Dialectic led to a period of doubt which in turn made me question my approach to 

photography. Through the reflective analysis and critique of my own work in 

conjunction with that of Canadian photographer Edward Burtynsky, it is ultimately 

decided that the pleasurable aspects of the sublime in my images, achieved through 

alluding to danger while maintaining a safe aesthetic distance between the viewer 

and the subject, has limited usefulness in encouraging new dialogue around 

anthropogenic climate change. Recognising the problematic questions of landscape 

photography in the Anthropocene, I made a decision to abandon further exploration 

of ecological sublime through my preferred mode of photographic practice. If I was 

to make a valuable contribution to the expanding field of ecologically informed 

creative practice, I would need to explore entirely new approaches to making, 

sharing and thinking about photography. 

 

This began with a survey of the role landscape photography has played in Australian 

history, with a focus on the European aesthetic traditions that were transported to 

Australia with the earliest European settlers. Through the contemporary critique of 

landscape from key feminist and ecological perspectives, it is quickly established 

that these imported aesthetic traditions are relics of a greater system of dualistic 

thought passed on from the Enlightenment. This legacy has shaped settler Australian 

(and all western culture’s) taste, values and attitudes towards land, with the 

separation and elevation of human culture from all other forms of life on earth 

eventually leading to the ecological crisis we face today, in the form of a sixth mass 

extinction and the unprecedented disruption of earth’s climatic system.  

 

Following this, I explore the ecological and feminist critiques of landscape 

photography by Deborah Bright, Rebecca Solnit, Liz Wells and Rodney Giblett. 
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These theorists share the point of view that landscape photography can and should 

play a central role in reshaping landscape values to embrace a more ecologically 

informed and ethical understanding of land. Their critique of landscape practice 

compels me to abandon my formalist approach and explore new strategies towards 

such an end. 

 

Section Two explores a variety of alternative approaches to landscape photography 

informed by environmental aesthetics. This is investigated in relation to two distinct 

approaches to environmental aesthetic appreciation; the cognitive approach, which 

suggests that appropriate knowledge of the subject is required for proper 

appreciation; and the non-cognitive approach, which values total sensory 

engagement and active participation. This is chronicled through an overview of my 

own experiences navigating the space between these two positions through various 

forms of photographic practice. In order to move away from my traditional approach 

to formalist landscape photography, I made the conscious choice to work without a 

camera for a period of time, focusing instead on the idea of being present through 

mindful walking and observation. This set off a prolific period of experimentation, 

collaboration and critical self-reflection through my practice, which included 

documentary approaches to photography, studio-based images, found objects, the 

creation of artist books and a series of community engagement programs. 

 

Section Three introduces the concept of a culture of stewardship, which is the 

speculative future outlined by cultural planner and theorist Barry Lord in Art & 

Energy: How Cultures Change (2014), an exploration of the interplay between 

changing forms of energy and cultural values. After establishing a pattern linking 

periods of significant cultural change with periods of energy transition, Lord 

suggests that a culture of stewardship may emerge as western cultures transition 

away from fossil fuels and adopt renewables as the primary source of energy. 

 

Lord’s narrative is then tied to photographic discourse through a parallel reading of 

Geoffrey Batchen’s historiography of photography in Each Wild Idea (2001). 

Drawing on the history of cameraless photographic practice, I identify a historical 

pattern in which experimental (particularly cameraless) photography is a recurrent 

trend throughout transitory periods in relation to both energy sources and cultural 
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values. Using Lord’s account of the post-modern consumer in conjunction with the 

evolving concept of the post-photographic moment, I speculate that post-

photographic practice is well positioned to influence, explore and communicate the 

potential values of this emergent culture of stewardship. Post-photography is 

explored through a curatorial project uniting the practice of several artists for the 

exhibition Land Dialogues: Contemporary Australian Photography (In Dialogue 

with Land) at the Wagga Wagga Art Gallery in 2016. This experience crystallised 

my understanding of post-photography as the current permutation of photography’s 

ongoing crisis of meaning, and allowed me to further locate my practice of 

ecological stewardship within a specific post-photographic methodology concerned 

with slow making and materiality. 

 

This is followed by an exploration of the traditional role of stewardship. Although 

stewardship has been widely discounted for its apparent complicity within the wider 

hierarchical power structures of the Anthropocene, I argue that a contemporary 

understanding of the morals of stewardship need not be informed by the 

patriarchal/hierarchical/anthropocentric values that may have informed its past. 

Instead, I argue for an understanding of stewardship informed by the expanding field 

of the ecological humanities, particularly the concepts of ecological thinking and 

dark ecology. In this contemporary understanding of ecological stewardship, human 

beings are not acting on the behalf of a higher authority or absent care-taker, but in 

the common interest of the enlarged and interconnected ecological community to 

which all beings all belong. 

 

Broadly speaking, ecological thinking moves beyond the anthropocentric paradigm 

to adopt radically expanded notions of time, space, self and species. It encourages 

one to consider the interdependence and agency of all beings, human and non-

human, sentient or not; as well as the unity and discord of material cycles which are 

necessary for the creation and coexistence of all life on this planet. It is a radical 

departure from the hierarchal and dualistic thinking which has dominated western 

culture since the Enlightenment. My understanding of this term is informed by the 

eco-feminist critique of western dualism in the work of Val Plumwood; and the eco-

aesthetic frameworks put forward by Timothy Morton in Ecology Without Nature 

(2007), The Ecological Thought (2012) and Dark Ecology (2016). 
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To consider the implications of merging ecological thinking, post-photographic 

practice and my refined concept of ecological stewardship, I survey the practice of 

the contemporary Australian artists John Wolseley, Renata Buziak, Christl Berg and 

Harry Nankin. Through the work of these artists, I argue that contemporary post-

photographic practice, particularly the slow, materialist approach to cameraless 

photography, is well positioned to explore and communicate the values of an 

emerging culture of ecological stewardship. 

 

Section Four maps the trajectory of my own exploration of cameraless photography, 

following an unintentional introduction to the lumen print process in Broken Hill. 

After exploring the work and legacy of Jerry Burchfield, a leading American 

environmental artist and social activist who pioneered this outdoor process and 

coined the term “lumen print”, I explore how cameraless photography informed by 

ecological thinking, the role of chance, and the unique characteristics of lumen 

printing can be combined towards the goal of photography for ecological 

stewardship.  

 

In my approach, the role of chance, control and collaboration are explored in relation 

to the ongoing navigation of cognitive and non-cognitive aesthetic appreciation. The 

denial of chance in certain lumen studies represents the empiricism of the cognitive 

approach to ecological aesthetics; and unmediated engagement of chance in other 

works is representative of the non-cognitive approach. After exploring many 

variations between these two extremes, I developed an intuitive approach to lumen 

printing that floats in the productive middle ground. This approach is inspired by 

David Abram’s interpretation of reciprocity; the endless cycle of give and take.  

 

Through further development, experimentation and presentation of my lumen prints, 

I demonstrate the ecological implications of the process, which pairs a set of artistic 

choices regarding scale, location and duration, with direct environmental 

engagement in the form of collaboration and exchange between the artist, the 

materials, and various non-human beings and natural processes. Unlike my early 

representational landscape photographs, which were critiqued for establishing a 

problematic aesthetic distance between viewer, subject and object, lumen prints are 
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unique material objects that engage the haptic register of chemical photography to 

slowly reveal an emergent process of collaboration and becoming. Through the 

semiotic concept of double indexicality, lumen prints reduce that distance between 

the artist, the subject and the process. Lumen prints simultaneously point outwards to 

the physical world, depicted through the photographic trace; and inward to reveal an 

intimate and affective exchange between the artist, materials and environment. 

 

Lumen prints are more than a photographic trace of the natural forces in the world. 

They are unique material objects that embody and communicate the expanded 

ecological thinking central to any ethic of stewardship. Emerging through open 

dialogue and a process of collaboration, lumen prints record, depict and 

communicate their own becoming. They are thus a practical equivalent to the cycles 

of reciprocity inherent in any process of ecological thinking and a model of 

engagement which could be expanded far beyond the realm of cameraless 

photography, paving the way for the emergent culture of ecological stewardship. 
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Statement of Ethical Commitment and Motivation  

 
As an Australian man of settler descent, I am aware that my work emanates from a 

position of privilege. I wish to acknowledge this privilege and strive to diverge from 

the dominant patriarchal and Eurocentric position that my cultural upbringing has no 

doubt favoured. Furthermore, I am aware of the traditional patriarchal views of 

landscape in both photographic practice and discourse. I am committed to working 

towards a new framework that moves beyond these gender binaries. Throughout this 

project I have identified threads of privilege and bias woven through my practice and 

have tried to discover their origins and challenge their influence.  

 

My investigation has also led me to explore Aboriginal histories, cultural knowledge 

and deep connections to Country. I am a newcomer in this realm of knowledge and 

make no claim of authority. I believe that the values of ecological thinking and 

stewardship inform the very core of Aboriginal traditions, which Colonial Australia 

has time and again failed to acknowledge. Far from calling for an appropriation of 

indigenous knowledge; I believe that the best option for a future of understanding 

and co-existence is to focus on dialogue, to share, and to create pathways for the 

multiple systems of knowledge to inform contemporary practice across social, 

political and cultural boarders.  

 

My motivation for this project is clearly defined, I believe that art’s primary role is 

to alert society to the realities of its time. For most Western nations, this means 

accepting not only that our planetary community is amid an unprecedented unfolding 

ecological catastrophe; we must also accept that we caused it. Raising awareness of 

this and exploring new pathways towards understanding, acceptance and action feels 

like an important and appropriate step to take.  
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SECTION ONE | A New Dialectic: The Sublime in 

Contemporary Landscape Photography  
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Fig. 1: James Farley, Gordon Dam, Tasmania, 2014. Digital Archival Print, 64 x 51cm  
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Fig. 2: James Farley, Queenstown Waterfall, Tasmania, 2014. Digital Archival Print, 51 x 64cm 

  



	

 12 

 

 

 

 

 
 
Fig. 3: James Farley, Spillway, Tasmania, 2014. Digital Archival Print, 51 x 64cm 
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Fig. 4: James Farley, Gordon Dam Shoreline, Tasmania, 2014. Digital Archival Print, 51 x 64cm 
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Fig. 5: James Farley. Contaminated Run-off, Tumbarumba, 2014. Digital Archival Print, 51 x 64cm 
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Fig. 6: James Farley, Cleared by Fire, Tumbarumba, 2014. Digital Archival Print, 51 x 64cm 
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Fig. 7: James Farley, Old and New Growth, Tasmania, 2014. Digital Archival Print, 51 x 64cm 
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Fig. 8: James Farley, Queenstown Mine, Tasmania, 2014. Digital Archival Print, 51 x 76cm 
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Fig. 9: James Farley, Queenstown Church, Tasmania, 2014. Digital Archival Print, 51 x 76cm 
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Fig. 10: James Farley, Pine Plantation, Tumbarumba, 2014. Digital Archival Print, 51 x 64cm 
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Fig. 11: James Farley, Edge of Plantation, Tumbarumba, 2014. Digital Archival Print, 51 x 64cm 
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Fig. 12: James Farley, Gordon Dam (rock wall), 2014. Digital Archival Print, 51 x 64cm 
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Fig 13: James Farley, Sugar Pine Walk, Tumbarumba, 2014. Digital Archival Print, 51 x 64cm 
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Fig. 14: James Farley, Lake Peddar from Red Knoll Lookout, Tasmania, 2014. Digital Archival Print, 

51 x 64cm 
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A New Dialectic  
 

This research project began in 2014 with the creation of A New Dialectic. The 

motivation behind this project was to explore the mounting anxiety towards climate 

change and promote ecological awareness through a contemporary approach to 

landscape photography. The images of A New Dialectic were created throughout the 

first 12 months of 2014, in the pine plantations and state forests surrounding 

Blowering Reservoir in South Eastern NSW, and throughout the National Parks, 

mines, hydro-electric facilities and touristic/recreational sites in Tasmania. The 

Alpine region around Blowering Reservoir was chosen in equal measure for its 

familiarity as a site of recreation, having spent my undergraduate years camping, 

hiking and photographing there, as well the region’s long history of industrial timber 

production. Tasmania was chosen for a combination of its appeal as a site of 

significant wilderness reservations, its dynamic terrain and its political history as 

human-modified/ industrialized environment. The latter is reinforced by a long 

tradition of conservationist photographers practicing within the state, most often 

cited being Peter Dombrovskis and his image, Morning Mist, Rock Island Bend (Fig. 

15), which is iconic in Australian political/environmental history for its influential 

role in the 1983 federal election.4 Similarly to the iconic images of Tasmanian 

wilderness photography, I drew attention to environmental issues evoking the 

aesthetic tradition of the sublime, with an approach to subject matter and style 

inspired by the contemporary photographer Edward Burtynsky, and the enduring 

legacy of Ansel Adams.  

                                                
4	Juhn	Tolonen	Rod	Giblett,	Photography	and	Landscape	(The	University	of	Chicago	Press:	Intellect,	2012).	
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Fig. 15: Peter Dombrovskis, Rock Island Bend, Franklin River, South West Tasmania, 1983. 
Photographic print, 51.4 x 64.2cm 
 

In the 2012 publication Photography and Landscape, Rod Giblett acknowledges 

Adams influence on the global practice of conservationist photography, including the 

rise of Australian environmental photography in the work of Olegas Truchanas, who 

in turn influenced Dombrovskis. 5 Ansel Adams’s influence on conservationist 

landscape photography is unparalleled. Adams was involved in the early wilderness 

and conservation movement in North America associated with John Muir and the 

Sierra Club, with his photographs contributing significantly to the creation of the 

Sierra Nevada and Yosemite National Parks. 6 His images of a pristine American 

West, such as The Tetons and the Snake River (Fig. 16), contributed to the national 

American identity and reinforced the idea of manifest destiny, being described as “a 

creationist vision of nature in a state of becoming, suggesting the first days of 

Genesis, prior to defilement by man.”7  

                                                
5	Rod	Giblett	and	Juha	Tolonen,	Photography	and	Landscape	(Gardners	Books,	2012).Pg.	71	
6	Emily	Brady,	"Environmental	Aesthetics	"	in	Encyclopedia	of	Environmental	Ethics	and	Philosophy,	ed.	J.	Callicott		

and	Robert	Frodeman	(USA:	MACMILLAN	REFERENCE	/	Gale	Cengage	Learning,	2009);	ibid.	
7	David	Stephenson,	"Beautiful	Lies:	Photography	and	Wilderness,"	in	Proceedings	of	Imaging	Nature:	Media,		

Environment	and	Tourism	(Cradle	Mountain:	University	of	Tasmania,	2004).	
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Fig. 16: Ansel Adams, The Tetons and the Snake River, Grand Teton National Park, Wyoming, 1942. 
Gelatin silver print, 39.37 cm x 48.26cm 
 

Adams has been immortalised in modern history as an American patriot, a 

conservationist and one of the most iconic landscape photographers of the twentieth 

century. A significant conservation area in the American West is named for Adams 

and his photographs still draw significant attention in museum and galleries around 

the world. Rod Giblett cites Rebecca Solnit as having said that through the images 

published by the Sierra Club, Adams “put the aesthetic to a political use in a way no 

other environmental group had.”8  

 

Although A New Dialectic departs from Adams’s approach to photographing pristine 

nature, unspoiled and unpopulated by human beings, the formal style adopted in this 

work is a clear (albeit digital) acknowledgement of Adams’s formalist approach and 

unique Zone System9. I employed Adams’s approach to dynamic black and white 

tone and formal structure for my images of landscapes shaped and impacted by 

                                                
8	Giblett	and	Tolonen.Pg.	71	
9	In	1941	Adams	devised	the	Zone	System	while	teaching	at	the	Art	Centre	School.	The	photographer	visualises	the	
tonal	values	desired	in	the	final	print	and	then,	using	the	Zone	System,	calculates	the	exposure	and	development	of	the	
negative	required	to	produce	that	outcome.	Ansel	Adams	-	Letters	1916-1984.	Edited	by	Andrea	Stillman	&	Mary	
Alinder	New	York:	Little,	Brown	and	Company,	2001.	Pg.	275	
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human activity as a point of differentiation between my work, and that of the other 

significant influence on this project, Edward Burtynsky. 

 

 
Fig. 17: Edward Burtynsky, Super Pit #1, Kalgoorlie, Western Australia, 2007. Dye-Coupler Print, 
102 x 127cm 
 

 
Fig. 18: Edward Burtynsky, Alberta Oil Sands #6 Fort McMurray, Alberta, Canada, 2007.  
Dye-Coupler Print, 102 x 127cm 
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Fig 19: Bernard and Hilla Becher, Pitheads, 1974. Nine gelatine silver photographs mounted on 
board, 113.3 x 131.9cm 
 
Burtynsky’s publication Manufactured Landscapes (2009), had a strong influence on 

my work in A New Dialectic. Burtynsky’s work explores the scale and depth of 

destruction wrought on the surface of the earth by human enterprise, from oil sands 

in Canada (Fig 18) to coal mines in Western Australia (Fig. 17). Burtynsky’s 

approach is grounded in the formal aesthetic popularised by the Düsseldorf School 

photographers such as Andreas Gursky and Thomas Struth, who in turn were 

influenced by Bernard and Hilla Becher (Fig. 19) and the New Topographics style10. 

The approach is characterised by an apparent objective, straight or deadpan approach 

to both photographic process and subject. Burtynsky’s signature style is the 

combination of wide angle lenses with an elevated point of view (often shot from 

helicopter), giving a unique (more than human) insight into the scale of the subject. 

Having developed a distinguished career revealing the scars left on the planet by 

                                                
10	Lori	Pauli,	"Manufactured	Landscapes:	The	Photographs	of	Edward	Burtynsky,"	ed.	Nataional	Gallery	of	Canada		

(Yale	University	Press,	2009).	
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industrial capitalism and human enterprise, Burtynsky presents an interesting ethical 

and aesthetic dilemma.  

 

Burtynsky’s masterful rendering of human destruction has led to criticism for his 

apparent complicity within the globalised capitalist networks driving the industrial 

degradation of the earth. The raw aesthetic power of his images makes the often-

confronting subject matter easy, indeed pleasurable, to consume.  Burtynsky 

describes the motivation behind this practice: 

 
These images are meant as metaphors to the dilemma of our modern existence; they 

search for a dialogue between attraction and repulsion, seduction and fear. We are 

drawn by desire - a chance at good living, yet we are consciously or unconsciously 

aware that the world is suffering for our success. Our dependence on nature to 

provide the materials for our consumption and our concern for the health of our 

planet sets us into an uneasy contradiction. For me, these images function as 

reflecting pools of our times.11 

 

Burtynsky’s work often evokes the oxymoronic language of the sublime, with terms 

such as eerily beautiful or attractive repulsion readily used to describe his aesthetic 

rendering of the earth’s destruction.12 Burtynsky has a clear affinity for the sublime 

and is aware of its role throughout the history of western environmental aesthetics 

and art. During an interview published in Manufactured Landscapes, he confesses a 

motivation to raise awareness about the often-hidden impacts of industrialised 

capitalism through his photography, which he sees as “the sublime landscapes of our 

time.”13 In this statement, Burtynsky alludes to a shifting interpretation of the 

sublime, away from the historical classification of being associated only with natural 

forces, to be realigned with the human impacts of industrialisation, capitalism and 

technology, a kind of sublime for the Anthropocene. 

  

                                                
11	Edward	Burtynsky,		http://www.edwardburtynsky.com/.	
12	Tihamer	Richard	Kover,	"Are	the	Oil	Sands	Sublime?:	Edward	Burtynsky	and	the	Vicissitudes	of	the	Sublime,"	in		

Found	in	Alberta:	Environmental	Themes	for	the	Anthropocene,	ed.	Mario	Trono	Robert	Boschman	(Wilfrid	Laurier	
University	Press,	2014).	

13	Michael	Torosian,	"The	Essential	Element:	An	Inteview	with	Edward	Burtynsky,"	in	Manufactured	Landscapes,		
ed.	Lori	Pauli	(Canada:	Yale	University	Press,	2003).	
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A Brief History of the Sublime 
 

The concept of the sublime first appears in the 3rd century literary treatise On the 

Sublime, attributed to the Greek critic known only as Longinus. The work of 

Longinus was widely unknown until the 17th century, when it translated from Latin 

to French in 1674.14 Although the concepts contained in the original treatise were 

largely concerned with oratory tools and rhetoric techniques for effective public 

speaking, Longinus drew parallels between the effects that could be achieved 

through sublime language with the elevated sensory response to certain phenomena 

in the natural world.15 Longinus’s concept of the sublime had great appeal during the 

17th century, when Enlightenment thinking led to a renewed interest in the broad 

possibilities for individual experience within the natural world. In Mountain Gloom 

and Mountain Glory (1997), Marjorie Hope Nicholson establishes that it was during 

the late 17th and into the 18th century that enduring negative attitudes towards nature, 

particularly wild nature (outside manicured gardens and pastoral land), began to 

change. What had once been regarded with fear, considered as the realm of 

mythology and that which needed to be improved upon through the work of art, 

began to be explored and valued as a site for authentic aesthetic experience.16 As 

Philip Shaw outlines in The Sublime, the New Critical Idiom (2006), philosophers of 

the late 17th century embraced the rhetorical sublime of Longinus, for although his 

theory suggested that it was through grand rhetoric that we communicate our worldly 

experience of the sublime, “It is nature that seeds the idea of greatness in man.”17 

Writers such as Anthony Ashley Cooper (1801-1885) and Joseph Addison (1672-

1719), sought a language appropriate to communicate the invigorating new 

experiences gained while exploring the natural world during the Grand Tour.18 

Through Longinus, they discovered the literary concept that was well positioned to 

express the aspects of nature they had come to appreciate. Although the term was 

never fully defined by Longinus, the examples of its effects are felt through his 

powerful use of metaphor, proclaiming that it was the presence of the sublime that 

                                                
14	Damien	Freeman,	"Antiquity	and	Lofty	Language,"	in	Sublime:	the	pleasure	of	the	overwhelming,	Lecture	(Art		

Gallery	of	New	South	Wales,	2014).	
15	Ibid.	
16	Marjorie	Hope	Nicolson,	Mountain	Gloom	and	Mountain	Glory:	The	Development	of	the	Aesthetics	of	the		

Infinite	(University	of	Washington	Press,	1997).	
17	Shaw,	Phillip.	(2006).	The	Sublime	–	The	New	Critical	Idiom.	New	York:	Routledge.	Pg.	28	
18	Freeman,	Damian.	Sublime:	The	Pleasure	in	the	Overwhelming.	Art	Gallery	of	NSW,	2014	
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draws a reader or listener to great writing or oratory, just as it calls us to admire 

stormy oceans rather than small streams.19 

 

Another factor driving the increased interest and development around the concept of 

the sublime was the increased opportunities for travel in the upper class. These 

excursions, called the Grand Tour, about which Environmental Philosopher Emily 

Brady states:  

 

The Grand Tour is often referred to in the literature as a form of nature 

connoisseurship that reflected the philosophical discussions of the time, and it 

provided an important impetus for the appreciation of the beautiful and the sublime 

in practice. This change in landscape tastes opened up a greater potential for valuing 

wild nature.20 

 

An early example of the changing relationship between human culture and untamed 

nature can be found in the writing of John Dennis, who embarked on the Grand Tour 

in 1688 and after crossing the Swiss Alps, recorded that he had “walked upon the 

very brink in a literal sense, of Destruction… The sense of all this produced in me… 

a delightful Horrour [sic], a terrible Joy and at the same time that I was infinitely 

pleasd [sic], I trembled.”21 Dennis’s account shows the often-paradoxical language 

used to describe sublime experiences, often tied to a positive yet terrible experience 

– such as threat of oblivion at the mercy of the natural world.  

 

Throughout the 17th and 18th century, the aesthetic appreciation of art and nature 

became central topics of inquiry for several artists, philosophers and theorists. 

Although landscape representations in art were still largely bound to the renaissance 

tradition, as idealised backdrop upon which human drama, either historical, biblical 

or mythological, could be acted out, an increasing interest in realism and the 

aesthetic consideration of wild nature was impacting the work of artists. As was 

typical of the empiricism of the time, it was deemed necessary to establish clear 

clarifications around what could rightly be called beautiful or sublime. Edmund 

Burke and Immanuel Kant developed two different but equally influential accounts 

                                                
19	Freeman,	Damian.	Sublime:	The	Pleasure	in	the	Overwhelming.	Art	Gallery	of	NSW,	2014	
20	Brady.	
21	Simon	Schama,	Landscape	and	Memory	(USA:	Vintage	Books,	a	division	of	Random	House,	Inc.,	1995).	Pg.	499	
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in their respective publications A Philosophical Enquiry into the Origins of our Ideas 

of the Sublime and Beautiful, (1757) and The Critique of Judgment, (1790). It is 

upon these two pillars which all subsequent inquiries into the sublime and beautiful 

in western philosophy are based.  

 

Following in the British empirical tradition of David Hume and John Locke, Burke’s 

central concern was to establish the experiential base from which our feelings of the 

sublime and beautiful originate. For Burke, the sublime and the beautiful are two 

different kinds of pleasurable experience.22 For Burke, the sublime is associated with 

a different form of pleasure to the beautiful; experienced when confronted by terror, 

but released from any immediate danger or threat to one’s mortality. For Burke:   

 
Whatever is fitted in any sort to excited the ideas of pain, and danger, that is to say, 

whatever is in any sort terrible, or is conversant about terrible objects, or operates in 

a manner analogous to terror, is a source of the sublime; that is, it is productive of 

the strongest emotion which the mind is capable of feeling…When danger or pain 

press too nearly, they are incapable of giving any delight, and are simply terrible; 

but at certain distances, and with certain modifications, they may be, and they are 

delightful, as we everyday experience. 23 

 

The sublime for Burke was largely confined to external phenomena in the natural 

world, such as storms or mountains. The defining feature of Burke’s sublime was 

being in the presence of terror, but beyond the reaches of its effect. Unlike Burke’s 

empirical sublime, based upon the belief that all knowledge of the world comes from 

sensory experience, Immanuel Kant approaches the sublime from a metaphysical 

tradition. For Kant, certain faculties of knowledge exist a priori, meaning they are 

innate to human existence. These faculties allow us to make sense of the world 

beyond empirical experience.24 Although indebted to Burke’s formulation of the 

sublime, Kant argues that while objects can rightly be called beautiful, due to their 

form, the sublime is necessarily formless. Therefore, it cannot be experienced 

empirically, only recognised internally though the higher human faculty of reason.25  

                                                
22	Edmund	Burke,	A	Philosophical	Enquiry	into	the	Origins	of	Our	Ideas	of	the	Sublime	and	Beautiful,	ed.	Adam		

Phillips,	2010	ed.	(Oxford:	Oxford	University	Press,	1757).	
23	Ibid.	Pg.	36-37	
24	Philip	Shaw,	The	Sublime	(New	York:	Routledge,	2006).	Pg.	74	
25	Immanuel	Kant,	Critique	of	Judgement,	Phiosophical	Classics	(Dover,	2005).	Pg.	62-63	
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Kant identifies two independent types of sublime; the mathematical sublime, which 

is concerned with boundlessness and anything that challenges our ability to 

comprehend, such as the boundlessness of ocean, the universe or infinity; and the 

dynamical sublime, associated with natural phenomena of such scale and force, that 

human life is rendered insignificant in compassion. For Kant, both the mathematical 

and the dynamical theory of the sublime, although conjured in the contemplation of 

external phenomena, exist only in the super-sensuous powers of the mind. For Kant: 

 

The sublime, in the strict sense of the word, cannot be contained in a sensuous form, 

but rather concerns ideas of reason, which, although no adequate presentation of 

them is possible, may be excited and called into the mind by that very inadequacy 

itself which does admit of sensuous presentation. Thus the broad ocean agitated by 

the storm cannot be called sublime. Its aspect is horrible, and one must have stored 

one’s mind in advance with a rich stock of ideas, if such an intuition is to raise it to 

the pitch of feeling, which is itself sublime – sublime because the mind has been 

incited to abandon sensibility and employ itself upon ideas involving higher 

finality.26 

 

Kant’s metaphysical sublime stands in stark contrast to Burke’s empiricism, which 

can be distilled down to experiences in the natural world, as well as man-made 

objects, experiences and commodities.27 While both Burke and Kant do not see the 

work of art as being capable of being sublime, historian Robert Rosenblum attributes 

their formulation of the sublime as significantly influencing the work of early 

romantic artists, evident in works such as Snow Storm: Steamboat off a Harbour’s 

Mouth (Fig. 20), by Joseph M. W. Turner. Rosenblum contends that a lasting 

romantic influence shaped artistic practice throughout the 19th and 20th century.28 In 

the years after World War 2, there was significant renewed interest in the sublime 

through post-modern theory, with many artist and theorists expanding on a Kantian 

approach to the sublime in response to the post-modern critique of representation. 

 

                                                
26Ibid.	Pg.	62	
27	Luke	White,	"A	Brief	History	of	the	Notion	of	the	Sublime,"	in	The	Sublime	(Barnet:	Middlesex	University,	2009).	
28	Robert	Rosenblum,	Modern	Painting	and	the	Northern	Romantic	Tradition	(New	York:	Harper	&	Row,	1975).	
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Fig. 20: Joseph M. W. Turner, Snow Storm: Steamboat off a Harbour’s Mouth, 1842.  
Oil on canvas, 123.3 x 153.5cm 
 

Rather than the awesome totality of nature or the higher faculties of human 

consciousness, post-modernists like Fredrick Jameson felt that it was through the 

“enormous and threatening, yet only dimly perceivable, other reality of economic 

and social institutions” that the postmodern sublime could be adequately theorized.29 

Jean François-Lyotard celebrated the work of abstract expressionists like Barnett 

Newman’s Vir Heroicus Sublimis (Fig. 21) and Red on Maroon (Fig. 22) by Mark 

Rothko, which for Lyotard, revived this truer formulation of the post-modern 

sublime, rather than the ‘nostalgic’ sublime of romanticism, which was of lesser 

interest. 30  

                                                
29	Fredric	Jameson,	Postmodernism,	or,	the	Cultural	Logic	of	Late	Capitalism	(Duke	University	Press,	1991).	36	
30	Jean-François	Lyotard,	"Presenting	the	Unpresentable.	The	Sublime,"	in	The	Sublime,	ed.	Simon	MOrley		

(Cambridge:	Whitechapel	Gallery,	1982).	



	

 35 

 
Fig. 21: Barnett Newman, Vir Heroicus Sublimis, 1951. Oil on Canvas, 541.7 x 242.2cm 

 

 
Fig. 22: Mark Rothko, Red on Maroon, 1959. Oil, acrylic and glue on canvas, 182.9 x 457.2cm 

 

 
 

Locating the Sublime in my Practice 
 

My work in A New Dialectic is clearly influenced by the natural sublime that is 

synonymous with the work of Ansel Adams. Adams’s sublime draws on the 

transcendental qualities of the Kantian sublime, evoking the spirituality of an 

untouched Eden.31 Certain images, such as Clearing Winter Storm (Fig. 23), also 

draw on Burke’s empirical understanding of the sublime as a form of negative 

pleasure, often experienced when viewing the destructive forces or threatening scale 

of nature from a safe distance. 

                                                
31	Estelle	Jussim	and	Elizabeth	Lindquist-Cock,	Landscape	as	Photographs	(Yale	University	Press,	1985).	Pg.	22	
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Burtynsky’s evocation of the sublime sits in the muddy ground between the 

Burke/Kantian tradition and the post-modern sublime. First is the negative pleasure 

evoked by the vast visible scale of industrial destruction, which like the natural 

sublime, can be pleasurable when experienced from a safe distance (like through a 

photograph). The post-modern sublime of Lyotard and Jameson is evoked through 

the implied representation of the invisible economic, social and political forces that 

demand and drive such destruction.  

 

Fig. 23: Ansel Adams, Clearing Winter Storm, Yosemite National Park, California, 1944. Gelatin 
silver print, 39.5 x 48.5cm. Museum of Modern Art, New York.  
 

Feeling at odds with both these approaches, I attempted to combine aspects from 

both influences to explore the possibility of using a contemporary formalist 

photographic approach to evoke an aesthetic of the sublime rooted in anthropogenic 

environmental degradation. Having moved beyond the transcendental landscapes of 

Ansel Adams, and not wishing to further perpetuate the myths of an unpeopled 

wilderness, Burtynsky’s engagement with human impacted and modified 

environments was far more influential. This is evident in the locations and choice of 
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subject matter for A New Dialectic. Burtynsky’s influence is also evident in use of 

scale and the recurring use of an elevated perspective. However, Burtynsky’s use of 

colour struck me as problematic. The beauty Burtynsky evokes through colour, such 

as the vibrant red of a polluted river in Nickel Tailings #35 (Fig. 24), allows the 

viewer to slip too easily into a pleasurable visual space, reducing the sharpness of the 

photographic critique.  

 

 
Fig. 24: Edward Burtynsky, Nickel Tailings #35, Sudbury, Ontario, 1996. Dye-Coupler Print,  
102 x 152cm 
 

A New Dialectic was principally concerned with the psychological trauma of the 

human impact on the environment, which is ultimately linked to the human activities 

which are driving climate change. For this reason, I opted to combine the formalist 

qualities of the black and white image with a choice of subject matter that was 

clearly a comment on human intervention and impact on the land. The sense of 

trauma I sought through these images was influenced heavily by the new vocabulary 

of psychoterratic (earth-related mental health) conditions outlined by environmental 

philosopher, Glenn Albrecht. Albrecht’s concept solastalgia was particularly 

influential. Solastalgia combines the Latin word solacium (comfort) and the Greek 

root –algia (pain) and is described by Albrecht as: 
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The pain experienced when there is recognition that the place where one resides and 

that one loves is under immediate assault (physical desolation). It is manifest in an 

attack on one’s sense of place, in the erosion of the sense of belonging (identity) to a 

particular place and a feeling of distress (psychological desolation) about its 

transformation. It is an intense desire for the place where one is a resident to be 

maintained in a state that continues to give comfort or solace. Solastalgia is not 

about looking back to some golden past, nor is it about seeking another place as 

‘home’. It is the ‘lived experience’ of the loss of the present as manifest in a feeling 

of dislocation; of being undermined by forces that destroy the potential for solace to 

be derived from the present. In short, solastalgia is a form of homesickness one gets 

when one is still at ‘home’.32  
 

Albrecht reflects on the potential for artists to communicate solastalgia as a complex 

sense of loss, while discussing the contemporary practice of environmental and 

socially engaged art in catalogue essay for Life in Your Hands: Art From 

Solastalgia, the 2012 exhibition at the Lake Macquarie City Art Gallery:  

 

Contemporary environmental art portrays the loss of species and ecosystems as 

something more than loss of biodiversity ... it also depicts the loss of something vital 

within us ... the negation of the very possibility of deriving happiness from our 

relationship to the environment. Artists not only sense the alienation that is 

occurring to human–place relationships, they attempt to depict such relationships in 

their art. When presented with the conceptual clarification of their inner feelings 

about Earth relations they are empowered by it.33  

 

Although Albrecht’s concept is closely associated with a familiar space or home 

environment, the sense of loss, dread and isolations resonates with my own views 

and feelings. However, I feel a sense of solastalgia operating at a planetary scale, 

rather than a response specific to the region in which I lived. For this reason, I was 

interested in exploring environmental trauma on the more awe-inspiring scale which 

I had come to know through the photographic projects like Burtynsky’s. As a kind of 

anti-Adams vision, I felt that it was beneficial to travel to locations where the 

evidence of environmental loss and destruction was clear. For example, Cleared by 

                                                
32	Glenn	Albrecht,	"Solastalgia	-	a	New	Concept	in	Health	and	Identity,"	PAN:	Philosophy	Activism	Nature,	no.	3		

(2005).	
33	Robyn	Daw,	"Life	in	Your	Hands;	Art	from	Solastalgia,"	ed.	Lake	Macquarie	City	Art	Gallery	(2012).	
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Fire, Tumbarumba (fig. 6), implies large scale environmental destruction through the 

triangle shaped leading lines between the foreground stumps, which draw the eye 

back across the devastated landscape to an abrupt horizon and into a bleak and 

empty sky. Queenstown Mine (Fig. 8) and Queenstown Church (Fig. 9), which are as 

a diptych, employ the grand vista of the picturesque landscape to emphasize the 

scale of human intervention on the land. Close study of the mine image reveals 

overwhelming scale in relation the road winding into the background and the trees 

growing around the edge of the pit. The juxtaposition with Queenstown Church is a 

reiteration of the scale on which land has been manipulated, with the scarred hills 

towering over the small white building. The iconography of the white church also 

subtly alludes to the destructive role Western philosophy/theology has played in 

authorizing the use (and misuse) of the worlds resource for our own needs.  
 

Each of the images in A New Dialectic sought to engage the formal qualities of black 

and white photography; the dynamic tone, shape and sharpness, to communicate 

equivalents to my feelings of loss, confusion, anxiety and guilt in relation to 

anthropogenic climate change. The images also sought to evoke the sublime through 

the presentation of the large scale modification and destruction of the natural 

environment, as a compelling image of the scale at which human activity was 

driving the destruction on our planet. Gordon Dam, Tasmania, 2014 (Fig. 1) is the 

greatest example of this. The sheer scale of the dam is highlighted through multiple 

formal qualities. The smooth texture of the water is juxtaposed to the sharp rocks 

leading towards the strong curve of the wall and staircase/lift rail. The stairs provide 

a dizzying sense of scale, which drops away into the dark abyss behind the dam wall. 

The composition sucks the eye into the void created by the shadows below the wall. 

The dark tones conceal more details about the sheer scale, such as the ladder from 

top to bottom on the far end of the wall. This negative space fills the image with a 

pleasurable tension evoked by the sheer scale and imaginary weight of water being 

held back by the industrial manipulation in the name of hydro-electricity. Although 

this is a significantly modified version of the sublime, it was my hope that through 

careful control of the digital black and white photographic process, a type of 

ecologically focused sublime could be achieved. Such an aesthetic would confront or 

shock the viewer into reflection and hopefully, action.  
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Fig 25: Installation view of A New Dialectic installed at ACME Art Gallery, Wilmington, North 
Carolina, USA. Photo by James Farley 
 

Based upon the reception of the A New Dialectic exhibition (Fig. 25) and the 

response that individual images received, I initially believed that I had created a 

successful body of work. Gordon Dam, Tasmania, 2014, (Fig. 1) earned significant 

attention and was awarded the prize for best environmental work in the Centre for 

Contemporary Photography Salon, as well as being shortlisted for the Sony World 

Photography Organization, Student Focus Prize. In addition to these prizes, I held a 

single solo exhibition of the entire body of work at ACME Art Gallery, Wilmington, 

North Carolina. This exhibition was well received and attended with all but 4 works 

being sold throughout the 2-week period, two of which sold to significant private 

collectors. However, despite the overall positive response to A New Dialectic, my 

view of the overall success and direction of the project shifted dramatically.  

 

Although the images sat well within the aesthetic confines of the ecological sublime, 

I began to question the usefulness of this aesthetic as a tool to promote awareness 

and change, let alone communicate the sense of solastalgia and concern for the 

environment that I was feeling. This was due to many reasons. I had (naïvely) 

viewed this work as an outright critique of human impacts on the environment, 
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without considering that I was photographing environments, both natural and human, 

which I was not familiar with and had no authority (beyond surface appearance) on 

which to pass judgements. I was a tourist searching for vistas that suited my aesthetic 

intentions, using the eye of the camera to depict the images I had already perceived 

in my mind. Furthermore, I came to realize that the pleasure derived from the 

sublime was reinforcing a dualistic view of nature, which was at odds with the kind 

of ecological thinking I was exploring through the work of Val Plumwood and 

Timothy Morton.  My work did little to facilitate an ecological understanding or 

soothe my sense of trepidation in regards to anthropogenic climate change, beyond 

providing a short-lived cathartic relief. I had reinforced the detached and dissociative 

view Susan Sontag associates with photographic seeing,34 and in the simplest sense, 

was pursuing a practice which lacked depth.  

 

 

The Ecological Sublime 
 
I would like to return to the photographs of human intervention on the landscape in A 

New Dialectic and the work of Edward Burtynsky to consider the potential of a 

contemporary ecological sublime, as it relates to artistic practice seeking to promote 

environmental awareness and action in response to climate change.  

 

Based on both Burke and Kant’s formulation of the sublime, an artwork cannot itself 

ever be sublime. However, aesthetic philosopher Emily Brady contends that 

artworks can depict, represent, convey or express a secondary kind of sublime.35 

Although Burtynsky’s images are printed very large and do hold a commanding 

presence in the gallery (less so in a book), their presence as objects cannot be said to 

have the magnitude of the sublime. I have not attempted evoke the sublime in the 

physical presence of my photographs. A New Dialectic rests instead on the fact that 

my images convey aspects of the sublime through the depiction of terrible subject 

matter, made pleasurable through formalist black and white aesthetics and the 

distancing effect facilitated through the photographic medium.  

 

                                                
34	Susan	Sontag,	On	Photography,	2011	ed.	(Penguin	Books	Limited,	1977).	97	
35	Emily	Brady,	The	Sublime	in	Modern	Philosophy	-	Aesthetics,	Ethics,	and	Nature		

(Cambridge	University	Press,	2013).	Kindle	228	
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Burtynsky’s work could be considered in relation to what Leo Marx terms “rhetoric 

of the technological sublime.”36 For Marx, the technological sublime emerged in the 

latter half of the industrial revolution when “the awe and reverence once reserved for 

the Deity and later bestowed upon the visible landscape is directed toward 

technology, or rather the technological conquest of matter.” 37 This interpretation of 

Burtynsky’s work could equally imply a celebration of the vast achievements of 

industrialization; or a sense of trepidation towards the large scale impact caused by 

the contemporary conquest for, and consumption of, matter. 

 

Professor of Philosophy Tihamer R. Kover, suggests that rather than being in 

reverence of the footprint of industrial capitalism, Burtynsky moves beyond the 

industrial sublime towards a kind of modified post-modern, ecological sublime.38 

This interpretation is more closely related to the failures of representation associated 

with abstract expressionism and the post-modern sublime of Jameson and Lyotard. 39 

The foundations of this ecological sublime are presented in Jonathan Bordo’s 

Ecological Peril, Modern Technology and the Postmodern Sublime (1992), which 

outlines an ecological sublime based on the scale and multidimensionality of our 

current ecological crisis.40 In the ecological sublime, the totality of the ecological 

crisis resists representation at both ends. The origins of the ecological crisis are 

embedded in global capitalism, where the ceaseless flow of resources, capital, and 

power is concealed and therefore beyond the rational limits of our imagination. The 

effects of the ecological crisis are equally beyond our temporal limits, due to being 

massively distributed across time and space, and the manifestations/effects taking 

multiple forms.  

 

In Burtynsky’s photographs the ecological sublime is evoked simultaneously through 

the representation of the massive scars inflicted on the planet by human industry and 

the failure to represent the myriad ways in which these scars are linked to modern 

                                                
36	Leo	Marx,	The	Machine	in	the	Garden:	Technology	and	the	Pastoral	Ideal	in	America		

(Oxford	University	Press,	1964).	Pg	195	
37	Ibid.	Pg	197	
38	Kover,	Tihamer,	R.	"Are	the	Oil	Sands	Sublime?:	Edward	Burtynsky	and	the	Vicissitudes	of	the	Sublime."	Chap.	6		

In	Found	in	Alberta:	Environmental	Themes	for	the	Anthropocene,	edited	by	Mario	Trono	Robert	Boschman,		
125	-	48:	Wilfrid	Laurier	University	Press,	2014.	

39Kover.		
40	Jonathan	Bordo,	"Ecological	Peril,	Modern	Technology	and	the	Postmordern	Sublime,"	in	Shadow	of	Spirit:		

Postmodernism	and	Religion	ed.	Philippa	Berry	and	Andrew	Wernick	(London	and	New	York:	Routledge,	1992).	
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western culture through networks of labour and capital. Burtynsky’s aesthetic 

formalism makes these scars distant, therefore safe and provides the aspect of 

pleasure necessary for the sublime experience. I wonder if such an image could be 

inverted to remove the pleasure of aesthetic distance, turning the ecological sublime 

into ecological tragedy. 

 

I am dissatisfied with the evocation of the ecological sublime, related to each 

image’s ability to incite any meaningful critique or action in response to the scale of 

damage being presented. Kover appreciates how Burtynsky’s photography reveals 

the often-hidden impacts of modern life, and it is clear that those who witness such 

images are often engaged in a conversation or reflection on the existence of such 

places.41 However, he also questions the implications of presenting such terrible 

truths through the easily digested photographic medium, suggesting that such a 

practice seems to absolve the human viewer from any responsibility to take further 

action.42 As Joshua Schuster notes in his reading of Burtynsky’s work, “the sublime 

is breathlessness at a distance that stays distant, and thus involves an uneasy 

relationship with forms of hands-on environmentalist activism.”43
  

Of course, Burtynsky does not wish to celebrate the industries that have left these 

scars on the planet. Nor does he feel it is right to condemn them outright. In an 

interview reproduced in Manufactured Landscapes, Burtynsky reflects on the 

motivation behind seeking out his subjects. 

 
All things we inhabit, and all the things we possess, the material world that we 

surround ourselves with, all comes from nature... I found myself looking up at 

skyscrapers sixty and seventy stories high. I was bowled over by the scale at which 

we operate, the kinds of things we can create. For things to be on this scale, I 

thought, there must be something equally monumental in the landscape where we 

have taken all this material from. I felt that Newtonian law implied a reciprocal 

action in nature – a hole in the ground that meets the scale of the rising of the 

skyscrapers – and my task was to go in search of the evidence of that reciprocal 

action, to see what the residual world looked like. 44 
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Burtynsky is hopeful that by revealing the existence of these “holes” through 

photography, he will help stimulate discussion and raise awareness about the impacts 

of our cultural consumption. In Burtynsky’s view, “the only thing we can do 

tomorrow that is different from today is to manage what we are doing in a better 

way…We must learn to be conscientious custodians of the resources we have been 

given.”45 It is his hope that these photographs provide information to have a more 

informed discussion towards such an end. 

 

There is complexity and a level of hypocrisy in critiquing the industrial/ 

technological impacts from which I have benefited so much, however the threat 

posed by those industries is too great to be reflected on with such neutrality. These 

images present vast tracts of land that have been irreversibly altered, impacting an 

unknown number of human and non-human beings. The images present these places 

as otherworldly, unpeopled, as a kind of post-human wilderness, yet we know that 

they exist in this world. A vital component of the sublime aesthetic is the pleasure 

that arises when witnessing danger from a distance; or the pleasure that arises when 

one’s abilities to represent an experience in its totality are stretched. The abstract and 

distancing gaze of the photograph employed by Burtynsky, and by me in A New 

Dialectic, achieves this in both senses. However, it is not beyond our ability to 

realize our own entanglement with the existence of such sites, and the wider 

ecological and climactic impacts such activities contribute to. Nor is it difficult to 

conceive how these activities are affecting many beings (human and non-human) on 

massive scales right now. As Edmund Burke states “When danger or pain press too 

nearly, they are incapable of giving any delight, and are simply terrible.”46 While 

these photographs may provide the safe distancing we need to see these effects as 

sublime, the question remains whether we have an obligation to do more than simply 

look? As Aesthetic philosopher Emily Brady notes, “The difference between 

sublimity and real-life tragedy is clear: with the sublime, there is shared excitement, 

with tragedy, shared trauma.”47 Expressing the origins of such a massively 

distributed source of trauma through the detached gaze of photography seems to 

contribute to the problem, more than the solution. Burtynsky’s work may be 
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effective at stimulating dialogue, however the appealing formal qualities of these 

images, combined with the celebrity of the photographer, has led to a corruption of 

the potential power of such imagery. The work is absorbed into the same cycles of 

destruction, obscurity and hidden capital that it seeks to critique. After the popularity 

of some more aesthetically coherent images from A New Dialectic, I quickly learned 

that my images and approach would face the same limitations. 

 

This realization raised several questions that became the central focus of the project. 

These questions revolved around the approach to photographic practice, particularly 

the influence of sharing lived experience and local knowledge which can reveal a 

deeper ecological understanding. A more profound question came from the 

positioning of the human being as either inside or outside the natural. The sublime 

has been critiqued for elevating the human, by the virtue of their higher powers of 

reason, thus placing them outside nature. This led to an inquiry into the origins of 

such dualistic thinking and by extension revealed questions about the very concept 

of nature, which seemed to be the central question.  

 

 

Photography, Australia and the Legacy of Colonization 

 
After the realisation that my efforts towards evoking the sublime in response to 

anthropogenic climate change were problematic, I began a period of prolific 

experimentation and wider reading to simultaneously critique the conventions of 

landscape photography and offer an alternative aesthetic framework. Although the 

change in direction was motivated in response to A New Dialectic, it coincided with 

a deeper reading of contemporary literature which explores the role landscape 

photography has played throughout Australia’s past and critiques the photographers 

and traditions which have informed my own practice as a landscape photographer.  

 

I began working towards a new approach to landscape photography inspired by the 

practice of ecological stewardship. By incorporating photographic methods with the 

practice of ecological stewardship, I began to critique the traditional aesthetic genres 

of landscape photography for their colonialist, exploitative, patriarchal and 

anthropocentric past. In an attempt to move beyond this past, I have favoured 
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approaches that embrace the ethical and ecological values of reciprocity, mutualism, 

and critical regionality. My work towards this new practice has been informed by the 

work of many others, including; Ecofeminists Val Plumwood and Deborah Bird 

Rose, Eco-critic Timothy Morton, and artists such as Jerry Burchfield, Renata 

Buziak, Christl Berg and Harry Nankin. Each has critiqued the genre of landscape or 

concept of Nature as perpetuating Cartesian dualisms and colonialist, 

anthropocentric and patriarchal hierarchies. Through these influences, I have started 

developing an approach to ecological stewardship via post-photographic practice in 

the dialectic tradition of William J. T. Mitchell, where the concepts of place, space 

or landscape are never considered in isolation, but as a dialectical triad.48 Ecological 

consciousness and responsibility is valued over traditional aesthetic values, focusing 

instead on sensory engagement, scientific curiosity, memory and local mythology. 

The combined aim of these diverse forms of knowledge and experience is to uncover 

an approach to photographic practice similar to what Val Plumwood describes as 

“owning multiplicity, envisioning a less monogamous ideal and more multiple 

relationships to place.”49 However, replacing “place” with “practice”. 

 

To perceive photography as a modest subject to critique when responding to a topic 

of scale like anthropogenic climate change is to dramatically underestimate 

photography’s role in shaping environmental, social, cultural and political discourse. 

In fact, photography is perfectly situated to make a valuable contribution to this. As 

the basic semantic unit within the globalized and infinitely connected image culture, 

photography is the language through which many people come to know and 

experience the land. The visual codes and systems of representation which inform 

this experience are culturally specific and have been developed and refined in an 

ongoing process since the 17th century, when land was first converted to landscape 

for artistic intent in Europe.50 From the very beginning, photography has been 

influenced and shaped by cultural and social values. Estelle Jussim and Elizabeth 

Linquest-Cock suggest that photography emerged as a new technology and artistic 

medium in the early 19th century in response to the demands of social and cultural 

practices. Photography was a new medium that contributed renewed opportunities 
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for the existing traditions of nature study. In 18th and 19th century England, the study 

of nature, either as an amateur scientist or through various forms of creative 

expression, was widely practiced. The ability to communicate a proper appreciation 

of nature played a key role in defining your character, as well as being a symbol of 

your social status.51 It is no surprise then, that the European traditions of nature study 

and appreciation were transported to Australia throughout the formative years as an 

British colony.  

 

Two recent publications, Helen Ennis’s Photography and Australia (2007), and Judy 

Annear’s exhibition/publication The Photograph and Australia (2015), have done a 

great deal towards developing an Australian history of photography, particularly 

regarding photography’s influence on the development of a shared Australian 

national identity after the European settlement of the continent. From the image 

crafted by these surveys of Australia’s photographic history, several themes become 

clear. Early Australian photography played a key role in reinforcing western notions 

and dualistic thinking, which simultaneously set the stage for the exploitation and 

irreversible interruption of Australia’s unique ecological systems, while also 

suppressing the existence of a sovereign Indigenous culture throughout the ongoing 

process of colonisation. Ennis suggests that photography in Australia was vital to the 

process of colonization, as a tool for knowledge, classification and possession of a 

new nation, as well as playing a significant role in the construction of a shared 

national identity. 52 This is evident in some of the earliest photographs from 

Australia’s history, where photography was employed to document new lands as 

property ripe for settlement, cultivation and development and as a tool for classifying 

and collecting the indigenous inhabitants, the land, the flora and fauna, so that they 

may find their way into the new colonial collective imagination.53  
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Fig. 26: Douglas T. Kilburn, Group of Victorian Aborigines, 1847. Daguerreotype, 7.5 x 6.5cm. 
National Gallery of Australia Purchased from Admission Funds, 1983 
 

This reading of Australian photography reveals the central role dualistic thinking 

played throughout the process of colonization, with evidence of binary distinctions 

such as civilized/uncivilized, cultured/primitive and white/black clearly displayed in 

the earliest images.  Douglas Kilburn’s portrait of a three Kulin people in Group of 

Victoria Aborigines (Fig 26), or J. W. Lindt’s Aboriginal man and woman with 

kangaroo (Fig 27), are both examples of this thinking in practice. Having inherited 

the conventions of European portrait sittings, these images play the dual role of 

reducing a culturally diverse group of people into a spectacle or curiosity, which 

could be easily incorporated into the popular imagination. Although these early 

representations are often commended for their composition and apparent sensitivity 

to subject, this sensitivity is based upon dualistic thinking. It seeks to confirm the 
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preconceived colonial divide between a cultured and advanced European settler and 

the uncultured, primitive indigenous person. Helen Ennis describes this sensitivity as 

a form of colonial ‘sympathy’ stemming from difference rather than commonality. 

For Ennis, “a sympathetic response to Aboriginal people was therefore not 

dependent on the recognition of a shared humanity and the equality of different 

races, but on an appreciation of the plight of a race believed less evolved and 

doomed to extinction.”54  

 

 
Fig. 27: J. W. Lindt, No title (Aboriginal man and woman with kangaroo), c. 1873, no. 9 from 
the Australian Aboriginal portfolio. Albumen silver photograph, 19.8 x 14.8cm. National Gallery 
of Victoria, Melbourne 
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Just as photography was used to perpetuate the colonial bias towards Indigenous 

people as primitive beings, it was also used to perpetuate the myth that Australia was 

unpopulated, uncultivated and ripe for European development. While the tradition of 

pastoralism was largely practiced in the work of early Australian painters, it was 

reinforced with the arrival of photography. Charles Bayliss’s image View from 

Dunlop range, near Louth, Darling River (looking south) (Fig. 28), which was 

presented within a wider portfolio of images commissioned by the NSW 

Government, presents both an account of the imported European aesthetic traditions 

and seeks to document the triumph of the new colony. Considered alongside Group 

of Aborigines, Chowilla Station, Lower Murray River, South Australia, (Fig. 29), 

which was published in the same portfolio, it is possible to interpret Bayliss’s work 

as examples of the colonial practices outlined by Ennis.  

 

 
Fig. 28: Charles Bayliss, View from Dunlop range, near Louth, Darling River looking south, 1886, 
from the Views of scenery on the Darling and Lower Murray during the flood of 1886 album. 
Albumen silver print, 20.8 x 28.5cm. National Gallery of Victoria, Melbourne 
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Fig. 29: Charles Bayliss, Group of Aborigines, Chowilla Station, Lower Murray River, South 
Australia, 1886, from the Views of scenery on the Darling and Lower Murray during the flood of 
1886 album. Albumen silver print, 23.2 x 29.4cm. National Gallery of Victoria, Melbourne 
 
Central to both Ennis’s and Annear’s critique of photography in colonial Australia is 

the rise of travel and touristic photography in the latter half of the 1800’s. This 

practice was largely based upon urban dwellers making short trips into natural areas 

easily accessible from the city to produce picturesque views of rivers, coasts, 

waterfalls or bush scenes, such as The Fairy Scene, Black Spur (Fig. 30) by Nicholas 

Claire. In contrast the large scale expeditions into the American West made by early 

American photographers, which helped open up new parts of the continent, Ennis 

says that due the trend towards metropolitan living, early Australian photographers 

tended to focus their attention on environments close to home. This practice worked 

to promote and support the values of urban expansion, while also reinforcing ideas 

the natural landscape was purely a site for recreation and aesthetic enjoyment.55 As 

such, and in further contrast landscape practice elsewhere, the inclusion of figures in 

the landscape was common. For Ennis, the tendency to create and consume pleasant 

or pastoral views rather than landscape images more evocative of the sublime or 
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picturesque can be attributed to ongoing process of colonization and the lingering 

sense of needing to feel at home and safe in a relatively new and unknown 

environment.56  

 

 
Fig. 30: Nicholas Claire, Fairy Scene at the Landslip, Black’s Spur, 1878. Albumen silver 
photograph, 28.2 x 22.4cm. National Gallery of Victoria, Melbourne 
 

Following the upheaval of World War One, both Ennis and Annear assess a shift 

away from colonial propaganda towards a new visual rhetoric of Australian 

nationalism.57 This shift was characterized by images that presented the land as a 

unifying nationalist symbol, such as in Harold Cazneaux’s The Spirit of Endurance 

(Fig. 32); or through images such as Max Dupain’s Sunbaker (Fig. 31), which 

celebrate the quintessentially Australian characteristic of leisurely interacting with, 
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or testing oneself against the land. World War Two further impacted Australian 

landscape photography, with Ennis suggesting that modernist landscape photography 

became more personal, focusing on familiarity and embracing signs of human 

activity.58 Following this post-war shift, Ennis suggests that landscape photography 

took on new meaning through the practice of wilderness photography.  

 

Fig. 31: Max Dupain, Sunbaker, 1937. Gelatin silver print, 37.9 x 42.8cm. Art Gallery of NSW 
Fig. 32: Harold Cazneaux, Spirit of Endurace, 1937. Gelatin silver print, 28.1 x 33.1cm. Art Gallery 
of NSW  
 

Wilderness photography is a central topic in Rodney Giblett’s environmental critique 

in Photography and Landscape (2012). Giblett argues that the imported European 

aesthetic traditions of the sublime, the picturesque and the beautiful, which were 

adopted into Australian landscape photography and played a crucial role in 

informing both bush and mateship mythologies, and the more recent touristic and 

wilderness photography, are inherently flawed. Giblett states “they create unrealistic 

expectations of aesthetically pleasing or aestheticized landscapes that bear little 

relation to the lives of people, indigenous or not, who live on or near them and who 

rely upon them for their livelihoods”.59 Ennis and Giblett agree that wilderness 

photography, rather than fine art photography, has become the more prominent mode 

of practice for contemporary Australian landscape photographers 60  Both see this 

tradition is inextricably linked with the pioneering work of Tasmanian photographers 

Olegas Truchanas and Peter Dombrovskis, whose photographs were instrumental in 
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the emergence of the conservation movement in Australia. Giblett aligns these 

photographers, particularly Dombrovskis’s image, Morning Mist, Rock Island Bend 

(Fig. 15), with Ansel Adams’s wilderness photography of the American West, citing 

the shared credo that photographing the beauty of the natural world could inspire and 

promote a duty of care. Although Dombrovskis’ image had a tangible effect on the 

environmental politics of Australia, Giblett is critical of the legacy of wilderness 

photography for its role in popularizing/ aestheticizing certain environments at the 

expense of less aesthetically pleasing environments, which are equally in need of our 

respect and care.61 

 

Ennis and Giblett note the conflicting impact of wilderness photography; which has 

contributed significantly to the awareness of the environmental agenda, but has also 

perpetuated the touristic view of Australia as a continent full of picturesque beaches, 

beautiful green forests and sublime deserts. This bias is still largely evident in the 

presentation of Australia within popular culture and the way Australia is marketed 

through the tourism industry. It is equally recognizable in the practice of certain 

contemporary fine art photographers, such The Ninety Degrees Five Collective 

(ND5) (Fig. 33 & 34).  
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Fig. 33: Les Walking, In My Garden, from The Pilbara Cut Collection. ND5 Web Gallery. 
http://www.nd5.com.au 
  
 

ND5 is a collective of contemporary Australian landscape photographers formed in 

2010, which has subsequently produced several bodies of work and participated in a 

string of exhibitions both in Australia and abroad62. One exhibition that ND5 

participated in was Earth Matters: Contemporary Photographers in the Landscape, 

at Monash Gallery of Art, which was part of the 2015 Climarte: Arts for a Safe 

Climate festival.  

 

In their online galleries, ND5 introduce the intentions behind their combined practice 

in the following statement, outlining that they recognize the struggle between our 

perceived knowledge of landscape, the complicated politics of Australian land use 

and speak towards the history of colonization:  
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We would hope to make pictures that acknowledge this struggle and dislocation, that 

point to what is possible or unlikely, and mimic a more general theory of habitation; 

including the myths we incite, the paving we import, and the gate keeping we 

impose. There is also our fascination with the unanswered questions and what it 

means to become entangled in their complexity and construction. Not only the 

conflicts and contradictions but the fact that we are on stolen land, not our country, 

and what it means to acknowledge and engage with such strangeness ‘in your own 

back yard’.63 

 

Although this statement declares many of the same motivations I would attribute to 

the most exemplary practitioners of ecological stewardship, their collective approach 

to photographic representation falls short of meeting their intentions.  

 

In the Earth Matters exhibition, ND5 present their work as a series of large scale 

colour photographs punctuated by quotes addressing landscape, mastery, dualism, 

colonization, and exploitation from writers including Deborah Bird-Rose, Paul 

Carter and Ross Gibson, presumably to contextualise their practice within the 

contemporary field of eco-critical discourse. Unfortunately, these quotes do little to 

challenge the expectations of the viewer. The combination of vast unpeopled vistas 

and aerial abstractions implies a relationship between the artist and the subject 

steeped in the Anthropocentricism of Enlightenment aesthetics, perpetuating the very 

traditions of the colonial exploitation the artists express a desire to critique. The use 

of flawless large scale digital photographs and vibrant colour continues to evoke 

glossy variations of the sublime, picturesque or the beautiful. Such practice is 

illustrative of Rebecca Solnit’s concept of “eco-porn”, characterized by bright 

colours, wide angles of view and a composition that conceals people, culture and 

history.64  

 

Rod Giblett suggests that photography of this style is responsible for prolonging the 

cultural taste for only sublime, beautiful and picturesque landscapes, thus further 

entrenching the perceived human/nature divide placing human culture outside the 

                                                
63	Peter	Eastway	et	al.,	"The	Ninety	Degrees	Five	Collective,"		http://www.nd5.com.au/.	
64	Rebecca	Solnit,	As	Eve	Said	to	the	Serpent:	On	Landscape,	Gender,	and	Art	(University	of	Georgia	Press,	2003)	

Pg.201-	202	



	

 57 

realm of such places (as they are always hidden or not photographed).65 Not to 

mention its role as a driving force behind the promotion of tourism, where economic 

and aesthetic interests are often prioritized above ecological concerns. 

 

Although it should be mentioned, the ND5 have photographed areas of human 

intervention and exploitation more directly in other bodies of work, their practice 

faces the same limitations identified in the work of Edward Burtynsky, and in my 

own practice with A New Dialectic. It is an approach to landscape photography that 

is far too entrenched in the aesthetic traditions of the past, which must be altered if it 

is to inspire or evoke any new form of response in the viewer. 

 

 
 
Fig. 34: Les Walking, Untitled Image from the Shark Bay Inscriptions Series. ND5 Web Gallery. 
http://www.nd5.com.au/p121883881/h4053c73d#h4053c73d 
 

Repeating the same steps and expecting different outcomes is lunacy. This is the 

same reason that climate psychologists like Per Espen Stoknes are calling new ways 
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of addressing climate change. Stoknes’s research into the psychological defence 

mechanisms employed by individuals to protect themselves from traumatic or 

unwelcome truth has shown that the rational appeal to science is not effective in 

persuading people to change their thoughts or actions. 66 He is exploring new forms 

of dialogue grounded in personal narrative and shared experience to address climate 

change, rather than relying solely on the communication of empirical climate data. In 

many ways, photography depicting damaged landscapes, melting icebergs, or 

untouched utopias, sits within the same category as empirical scientific data. It has 

become so commonplace that people are no longer sensitive to the message. 

Photographers would be well served to adopt a similar strategy to that of Stoknes, 

and reframe narratives of ecological destruction as personal narratives and shared 

experiences.  

 

I do not wish to diminish the strong legacy of mutual benefit between landscape 

photography and environmental awareness in Australia and elsewhere around the 

world. Nor do I wish to tar all contemporary practitioners exploring landscape with 

the same brush. However, I do believe that photographers who seek to raise 

ecological awareness and promote meaningful thoughts, dialogue and actions should 

be committed to exploring new methodologies that move away from aesthetic 

traditions of the past. These traditions bear little relevance to the contemporary 

experience, and must be replaced. 

 

As an alternative to the inherited traditions of landscape, Giblett suggests a new 

approach to photography, which he has identified as “Photography for Earthly 

Symbiosis.”67 For Giblett, this field of practice might focus on photography that 

explores “people and places, landscapes and land-uses that exemplify principles and 

practices of bio- and psycho-symbiotic livelihoods in bioregional home-habitats of 

the living earth.”68 In the final chapter of Photography and Landscape, Giblett 

redefines this preliminary definition to reflect a less prescriptive, more ecological 

understanding. For Giblett, “Photography for Earthly Symbiosis could either depict 
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critically the psychotic and pathological symbiosis of cities and their citizens with 

the earth, or showcase the normal state of human symbiosis, of ‘one-ness’ with the 

earth.”69  

 

Giblett’s definition of Photography of Earthly Symbiosis marks a clear starting point 

for my work towards photography and the practice of ecological stewardship. 

However, my terminology reflects a moral role that applies not just to the practice of 

photography, but also extends to and informs one’s everyday thoughts, beliefs and 

actions. By exploring the moral role of stewardship, I hoped to guide my practice 

away from my previous aesthetic traps of A New Dialectic and the extractivist, 

touristic and exploitative approaches to photography typified in the work of 

Burtynsky and ND5. I began exploring new approaches to both the aesthetic systems 

that inform landscape images, as well as the very processes of creating such 

photographs. It became my goal to uncover a mode of practice that both 

communicated and enacted the values of ecological thinking in order to facilitate 

new ways of engaging with the places, spaces and environments in which I (and 

others) live. 

 

 

An Ecological and Feminist Critique of Landscape  
 
Giblett is but one voice in a chorus of artists and theorists currently calling for new 

ways of practicing and theorizing photography to address similar environmental, 

political and social issues. In the 1980’s Deborah Bright published Of Mother Nature 

and Marlboro Men (1985), a widely influential feminist critique of landscape which 

challenged the traditional patriarchal approaches to, and understanding of, landscape 

photography. For Bright, the attitude that landscape photography is valued for its 

“wholesome” and “timeless” values is far too simple.  

 

Images of landscape cannot be perceived simply as an antidote to politics, as a 

pastoral fantasy lulling us back to some primordial sense of our own insignificance. 

Nor should landscape images be regarded simply as the occasion for aesthetic 

                                                
69	Rod	Giblett.	Pg.	233	



	

 60 

pleasure in arrangements of material objects in ironic constellations, found 

“happenings” for the lens whose references to the worlds beyond the frame rivet all 

attention on the sensibility of the artist.70 

 

Bright critiques the canonical figures that have been ingrained in most historical 

accounts of landscape photography, and those responsible for creating them, for the 

continual failure to acknowledge and explore the political implications contained 

within every landscape image. Bright believes tracing the shifts in aesthetic 

conventions reveals only part of the wider picture. 

 
Whether noble, picturesque, sublime or mundane, the landscape image bears the 

imprint of its cultural pedigree. It is a selected and constructed text, and while the 

formal choices of what has been included and excluded have been the focus of most 

art-historical criticism to date, the historical and social significance of those choices 

has rarely been addressed and even intentionally avoided.71 

 

Bright’s critique is a rollcall of the canonical figures most often credited as being the 

masters and pioneers of 20th century landscape photography, including Ansel Adams, 

Edward Weston, John Szarkowski and Robert Adams. Bright assesses their 

individual motivation for image making in relation to the influence of the wider 

social, cultural and political contexts. Bright poses a number of questions that should 

be considered if landscape photography is to move beyond “the formally aesthetic or 

personally expressive.”72 Bright says:  

 

Landscape imagery has almost always been used to argue for the timeless virtues of 

a nature that transcends history—which is to say, collective social action… If we are 

to redeem landscape photography from such a narrow, self-reflexive project, why 

not use it to question the assumptions about nature and culture it has traditionally 

served? Landscape is not the ideologically neutral subject many imagine it to be. 

Rather, it is an historical artefact that can be viewed as a record of the material facts 

of our social reality and what we have chosen to make of them.73 
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In this statement, Bright speaks to several significant ideas. The assumptions 

landscape photography has traditionally made about nature and culture are 

embedded in dualistic thinking. Most significantly, the idea that human beings and 

their narratives, operate outside and above the rest of nature. This separation formed 

the foundations upon which an entire culture of domination and exploitation were 

built. A great deal of landscape photography perpetuates this myth by concealing the 

cultural, social, political and ecological history of the space it represents. Bright’s 

closing statement links back to the epigraph of her Of Mother Nature and Marlboro 

Men paper, where she introduces John Brinckerhoff Jackson’s view that landscape is 

“an organization of space”74 by humans. For Jackson: 

 
Landscape is not scenery, it is not a political unit; it is really no more than a 

collection, a system of man-made spaces on the surface of the earth. Whatever its 

shape or size it is never simply a natural space, a feature of the natural environment; 

it is always artificial, always synthetic, always subject to sudden or unpredictable 

change. We create them and need them because every landscape is the place where 

we establish our own human organization of space and time. It is where the slow, 

natural processes of growth and maturity and decay are deliberately set aside and 

history is substituted. A landscape is where we speed up or retard or divert the 

cosmic program and impose our own.75 

 

Jackson concludes with a statement that is reminiscent of contemporary discourse 

within the ecological humanities. He reflects on what is now known as the 

Anthropocene by considering, “When we see how we have succeeded in imposing 

our own rhythm on nature in the agricultural landscape, how we have altered the life 

cycle of plants and animals and even transposed the seasons, we become aware of 

how dangerous a role we have assumed.”76 It is Jackson’s position that humans 

should relinquish this power and return to a more natural order. The problem with 

this conclusion is that Jackson doesn’t suggest what this natural order may look like. 

Many within the ecological sciences and humanities77 contend that no natural order 

                                                
74	J.B.	Jackson,	Discovering	the	Vernacular	Landscape	(Yale	University	Press,	1984).	Pg.	150	
75	Ibid.	Pg.	156	
76	Ibid.	Pg.	157	
77	See	Charles	Darwin,	On	the	Origin	of	the	Species	(London:	John	Murray,	Albemarle	Street,	1859).	|	Timothy		
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or state of equilibrium has ever existed; with all living beings, particularly humans, 

impacting and manipulating their environment in an ongoing process of give and 

take, positively and negatively.  

 

Almost a decade later, Bright returns to this topic in The Machine in the Garden 

Revisited – American Environmentalism and Photographic Aesthetics (1992). The 

focus this time is to draw parallels between trends in landscape photography 

aesthetics and the multiple permutations of environmentalism and ecological 

discourse. Bright traces the significant legacy of figures such as John Muir (1838 – 

1914), citing his focus on the transcendental power of wilderness, which was so 

influential on early landscape photographers of the American West like Carleton 

Watkins, whose images of the Sierra Nevada likely influenced Ansel Adams. Bright 

also acknowledges Aldo Leopold’s (1887 – 1948) land ethic, which is often cited as 

a forerunner to contemporary ecological discourse and was also pivotal in my work 

towards the practice of ecological stewardship. Bright then explores the civil rights 

movement and other grass-roots action, such as Rachel Carson’s (1907 – 1964) 

Silent Spring (1962), and the rise of various environmental movements, 

characterized by both direct action, such as Earth First! and philosophical 

approaches such as Deep Ecology. Bright links the social conditions of the 1960’s 

and 1970’s with the rise of a new style in landscape photography most often 

associated with the 1975 exhibition New Topographics, at the George Eastman 

House. This style is associated with a clean or “objective” approach to subject matter 

and composition, reflecting a shift in focus away from idealized concepts of 

nature/wilderness in order to focus on the realities of post-WW2 consumerism and 

urban development, particularity the American West. Robert Adams is one of the 

photographers often associated with this style, illustrated in images like Newly 

Occupied Tract Houses, Colorado Springs, Colorado, 1968 (Fig. 35)  

 

                                                
on	Earth	(OUP	Oxford,	2000).	
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Fig. 35: Robert Adams, Newly Occupied Tract Houses, Colorado Springs, Colorado, 1968. Gelatin 
silver print, 14.6 x 15.2cm. The Museum of Modern Art, New York 
 

Bright highlights the role of cultural feminism in the critique of postmodernism, 

particularly in questioning the power structures that allow individual movements 

(predominantly led by white males) to make claims promoting a single set of 

determining relations as more valuable than other narratives. Bright introduces 

several feminist critiques and practitioners of landscape photography and cites the 

influence of other non-western theorists, particularly Vandana Shiva. 

 

In doing so, Bright expands the critique to include non-western cultures and 

emphasizes the need for landscape photography to diversify its applications and meet 

the needs of social and environmental justice. Bright’s overall critique targets 

contemporary photographic practitioners similar to those described earlier.  
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What is frequently promoted as environmentally engaged photography in the art 

world relies for its effect on established conventions of the picturesque/sublime, the 

founding tradition of nineteenth-century landscape art. Like the female nude, 

landscape encodes its own aesthetic histories in Western art, but unlike the former, 

these have not been subjected to much scrutiny as tokens of exchange in the larger 

political economies of class, gender, race and national identity. For the most part, 

contemporary photographs present oversimplified, if visually spectacular, dramas of 

“the human” and “the natural.”78 

 

Bright’s statement is a clear warning to contemporary practitioners, to be wary of the 

traps set by master narratives and universal or timeless appeals to taste. Bright 

concludes with a clarion call to photographers to fully recognize how entangled 

landscape, politics, culture and identity are, and to use the power of the photographic 

medium to challenge the systems of oppression, control and exploitation. The 

critique ends with an acknowledgement of the central role and power photography 

will continue to hold within our image culture, and outlines the central challenge for 

contemporary image makers. That of “making landscape images speak in local 

dialects.”79 

 

Bright’s eco-feminist critique has had an enduring influence on contemporary 

ecological photography, and is evident in the writing of Rebecca Solnit, Liz Wells, 

Helen Ennis, Rodney Giblett and Geoffrey Batchen.  

 

In As Eve Said to the Serpent (2001), Rebecca Solnit outlines a contemporary 

approach to landscape that recognizes landscape “not as scenery but as the spaces 

and systems we inhabit, a system our own lives depend upon.”80 Solnit embraces a 

deeply ecological understanding of landscape as a totality of interconnected systems.  

 
The landscape is now thought of as ubiquitous – as the environment, a landscape 

that includes the microcosmic as well as the macrocosmic, economies as well as 

ecologies, the cultural as an extension of the natural, our bodies as themselves 

                                                
78	Deborah	Bright,	"The	Machine	in	the	Garden	Revisited:	American	Environmentalism	and	Photographic		

Aesthetics,"	Art	Journal	51,	no.	2	(1992).	
79Ibid.	
80	Solnit.	Pg.	46	
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natural systems that pattern out thoughts, and our thoughts as structured around 

metaphors drawn from nature.81 

 

In order to reach this understanding, Solnit is clear that it is not a change in the 

landscape that needs to take place, but a change in our minds.  

 

In a line of thought that mirrors Bright and Solnit, photographic theorist Liz Wells  

integrates ecological consciousness into the foundations of understanding landscape 

photography. By highlighting the interconnectedness and interdependence of human 

beings and the natural world as the origin of social and cultural meaning, Wells hits 

at the foundations upon which my new mode of photography for ecological 

stewardship can be established. Wells says that while a landscape photograph 

remains a social product that always tells us something about the cultural history and 

attitude of the author, it must also be remembered that it is ecologically impossible to 

separate the author from the landscape. For Wells: 

 
A basic useful definition of landscape thus would be vistas encompassing both 

nature and the changes that humans have effected on the natural world. But, in 

considering human agency in relation to land and landscape we also need to bear in 

mind that, biologically, we are an integral element within the ecosystem. Such 

considerations, whether framed in terms, for instance, of bio-forensics, or of 

Buddhist epistemologies, cannot be addressed here. Suffice it to note that our 

relation to the environment in which we find ourselves, and of which we form a part, 

is multiply constituted: the real, perceptions of the real, the imaginary, the symbolic, 

memory and experience, form a complex tapestry at the heart of our response to our 

environment, and, by extension, to landscape imagery. 82 

 

By declaring human agency inseparable from the other forms of agency that are 

entwined within the wider ecology of the land but dismissing the epistemological 

frameworks that could explore such entanglement, Wells misses the opportunity to 

explore the rich field of photographic practice that is exploring and revealing the 

depths of these connections. Similarly, In Photography and Australia, Helen Ennis 

identifies a similar field of landscape photography that occupies the ecological space 
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identified by Bright, Solnit and Wells. Ennis identifies the work of Australian 

photographers Harry Nankin (Fig. 76) and David Stephenson (Fig. 36), for whom 

“responsibility towards the natural environment is conceived in global and planetary 

terms, reiterating the aims of the whole earth ecology movement.” 83 However, Ennis 

also does not commit to any further investigation into this field of practice.  

 

 
Fig. 36: David Stephenson, Self-portrait looking down a survey cut, proposed site of Gordon below 
Franklin Dam, Tasmania, 1982. Gelatine silver photographs on board. 62.5 x 80.8cm. Museum of 
Contemporary Art, Sydney, Australia 
 

Both Wells and Ennis gloss over an entire field of ecologically conscious 

contemporary photography, which is being explored by artists both locally within 

Australia, and around the world. There is clearly a growing demand for such 

practice, as illustrated by the numerous calls being made by critics and theorists 

outlined above. Unfortunately, the practitioners working in this field, and the 

theories that inform them, are often avoided, deferred or only addressed in passing. I 

attribute this to a lack of any unified or clear aesthetic language and strategy capable 
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of challenging the hegemony of Western aesthetic tradition. This alone presents a 

significant gap within contemporary photographic practice and theory. 

 

While Working Within is not positioned to provide a cohesive account of the 

multilayered and diverse range of strategies being explored by contemporary 

landscape practitioners, it can address a small but significant group of Australian 

post-photographic practitioners employing cameraless photography as a means of 

undermining the enduring nature/culture dualism that is so prominent in Western 

aesthetics. These artists unite the concept of post-photography with the practice of 

ecological thinking to explore photography’s symbolic and indexical powers, and by 

expanding the potential of photography as an inquisitive, representational, 

experiential, and therapeutic tool; capable of facilitating meaningful dialogue 

through which communities (human or not) can be engaged, not just in the 

consumption of images, but in their creation.  

 

The following section will establish two poles on the spectrum of ecological 

aesthetic engagement. It will then recount how the space between these contrasting 

positions was navigated through a series of distinct, yet endlessly entangled post-

photographic projects. These projects consciously refuse pre-existing aesthetic 

strategies in order to clearly mark a departure from my previous approach to 

landscape photography.  
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SECTION TWO | Practice, Landscape and Aesthetics 
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Thinking Through Practice 
 
In the months after completing A New Dialectic, I began a series of experimental 

projects seeking a style of landscape photography that was not dependent on the 

colonial aesthetic traditions of the beautiful, the picturesque or the sublime. I was 

certain that rendering the effects of climate change as distant aesthetic events was 

not the correct path for this project, as this approach turns a very real threat into a 

form of aesthetic pleasure. The popularity and success that these images earned 

seemed to confirm what Walter Benjamin had previously observed; the human 

infatuation with looking at our own images, even images of anthropogenic climate 

change, has reached such a degree that we are now experiencing our own destruction 

as an aesthetic pleasure.84 

 

While reflecting on the ecofeminist critique of landscape photography I realised that 

the early work undertaken in this project was both informed by, and continued to 

perpetuate, the problematic characteristics of the picturesque, the beautiful and 

sublime. These traditions were inherited from European aesthetic values towards 

nature, which are ultimately tied to the objectification and commodification of land 

for exploitation, or as a utopian arena for personal, nostalgic or spiritual realization 

and were largely responsible for perpetuating myths about nature being something 

abstract, separate and always “out there”.  

 

My reliance on these aesthetic traditions of landscape left A New Dialectic open to 

interpretations and critiques of complacency in a culture (Western) largely 

responsible for anthropogenic climate change. I no longer feel that contributing 

further to the growing number of photographs exploring climate change or depicting 

nature in this way is relevant to my lived experience, nor beneficial to my mental 

health or that of those within my community, let alone the planet. The call for 

different modes of photographic practice capable of speaking in local dialects and 

engaging community members through local ideas, themes and activities led me to 

explore a range of contemporary practice outside my normal field of photographic 

influences. This included the genres of land art and eco-arts through the work of 

                                                
84	Walter	Benjamin,	"The	Work	of	Art	in	the	Age	of	Mechanical	Reproduction,"	in	The	Work	of	Art	in	the	Age	of	Its		

Technological	Reproducibility,	and	Other	Writings	on	Media	ed.	Brigid	Doherty	Michael	W.	Jennings,	Thomas		
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artists such as Richard Long and Andy Goldsworthy, which in turn led to the study 

of environmental aesthetics and the wider field of the Environmental humanities.  

 

From this point on, the focus of this project became centred on explicitly rejecting 

the aesthetic traditions of landscape photography to explore other avenues for 

imagining, testing, and sharing the cultural values that may emerge as society 

transitions towards a culture of ecological stewardship. I situated my new approach 

within the post-photographic moment, best defined as the contemporary permutation 

of photography’s ongoing crisis of meaning. The post-photographic moment is 

rooted in the de-materialisation of photography through digitisation and a globally 

interconnected network capable of disseminating vast amounts of visual data; it is 

also characterised by a coinciding reactionary resurgence of analogue processes, a 

focus on materiality and new directions in cross-medium experiments. A more 

detailed exploration of this topic can be found in Section Three.  

 

For philosopher of environmental aesthetics Allen Carlson, the practice of viewing 

land as ‘landscape’ or ‘prospect’, and not as an entanglement of ecological, cultural, 

social and political factors, adopts a framework he calls the “landscape model.”85 

The landscape model, and its partner the object model, which similarly removes 

objects of aesthetic appreciation from the context in which they exist to be 

appreciated in isolation,86 are what Carlson calls art-centred models of appreciation. 

For some environmental aestheticians, art-centred models of appreciation are 

unfavourable as they do not appreciate nature as nature, however for others, art is an 

important form of cultural story telling through which imaginative capacity and 

sensory acuity can be sharpened and explored.87 The discourse about how one should 

appropriately aesthetically appreciate nature is generally divided into two schools; 

the cognitive and the non-cognitive.88  

 

The cognitive approach to aesthetic appreciation holds that empirical, scientific and 

contextual knowledge about the object is the central requirement of any true 

                                                
85	Allen	Carlson	and	Sheila	Lintott,	Nature,	Aesthetics,	and	Environmentalism:	From	Beauty	to	Duty	(Columbia		

University	Press,	2008).	Pg.	122-123	
86	Ibid.	Pg.	8	
87	Emily	Brady,	"Imagination	and	the	Aesthetic	Appreciation	of	Nature,"	The	Journal	of	Aesthetics	and	Art		

Criticism	56,	no.	2	(1998).	
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appreciation.89 Carson offers the example of considering a famous artwork as a 

model for such appreciation, however, I have modified his argument to suit one of 

my images. For example, if one was to assess the photograph of Gordon Dam, 

Tasmania, (Fig. 1) from A New Dialectic, a surface level appreciation might 

acknowledge its representational qualities and formal structure, conveying content 

through tone, strong lines and dynamic shapes. A deeper appreciation would draw on 

the art historical context that it is a photograph, more specifically a digital 

photograph. This would tell the viewer the choice to use black and white was 

deliberate, thus linking the photograph to earlier traditions of black and white 

landscape photography. Furthermore, the information contained in the title that 

locates the image in Tasmania provides a deeper contextual understanding; 

Tasmania being a state with a long-standing legacy of environmentalism in 

Australia. For proponents of the cognitive approach, the proper appreciation of 

nature requires drawing on an equivalent pool of knowledge, attained through the 

natural sciences such as geology, biology and ecology.90 Through these forms of 

study, one can learn to appreciate nature for its biological functions and ecological 

processes, qualities not immediately clear when only considering visual appearances.  

 

The other side of the scale, the non-cognitive, argues that something other than 

scientific knowledge or local knowledge is necessary for the appropriate aesthetic 

appreciation of nature. Arnold Berleant’s ‘engagement model’ is the primary 

example of many non-cognitive approaches. For Berleant, the disinterestedness 

associated with the appreciation of nature on its own terms is inappropriate because 

it objectifies, distances and dissects nature such that appropriate aesthetic 

appreciation is impossible. The engagement model emphasizes the contextual 

dimensions of nature through multisensory experience, presence and perception. It 

recognizes that aesthetic value does not solely belong to the object or perceiver, “but 

is rather the leading feature of the reciprocal process of perceptual participation 

between appreciator and object.”91  
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I identified parallels between Berleant’s engagement model and that of the artist 

Richard Long, whose practice is based around the act of walking and extended by 

translating some of the experiences had while walking into a gallery context in the 

form of installations or text work; and the work of Andy Goldsworthy, whose site 

specific artworks using materials gathered and composed in collaboration with the 

environment. Both artists seek to highlight the natural rhythms at play in each 

environment; either by collaborating with, interrupting or reinterpreting these forces. 

Long and Goldsworthy provided a model through which I could explore approaches 

to photography outside the landscape model I knew, allowing me to negotiate a 

practical path that draws from both the cognitive and the non-cognitive frameworks 

of aesthetic appreciation.  

 

As was mentioned in the previous section, climate psychologists have recently 

started exploring new ways of communicating messages around climate change. 

They have realized that appeals to reason and science alone are simply ineffective on 

an audience unprepared to hear a hard truth. I learned this for myself after delivering 

an artist talk exploring the theme of anthropogenic climate change in relation to my 

photography in A New Dialectic.  

 

While discussing my work, I witnessed how easy it is to slip into thoughts of 

helplessness and guilt, which quite quickly lead to fear, anger and resistance. In the 

discussion after my talk, several questions revolved around the hypocrisy of 

travelling to make art about climate change, when the travelling artist contributes to 

the problem. Also addressed was the ecological implications of the various industries 

involved in any artistic process, particularly photography. There also was a tendency 

for some to become defensive, as if my work was blaming them for something that 

they felt they didn’t do. I began to identify that these questions were not necessarily 

coming from the audience’s interpretation of my images, but in response to the 

presence of an individual (myself) speaking directly about the environmental 

implications of climate change as it relates to what the images depicted.  

 

This led me to consider that perhaps the aesthetic tradition of the sublime has been 

so popular in representations of climate change because the images provide a 

cathartic release of negative pleasure in response to a threat, without any direct 
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reference to an individual (which could implicate the viewer). This removal of the 

human subject absolves the viewer of any obligation to alter their thoughts or 

actions, because the threat is always elsewhere or contained in the artwork. I became 

interested in the potential for overlap between Solnit’s proposition that changing 

people’s attitudes towards landscape would require a change in their thinking, the 

tension between a knowledge-based and an experience-based aesthetic appreciation 

of nature, and the desire for new narratives in climate communication. 

 

Climate psychologist, Per Espen Stoknes outlines a series of strategies to avoid 

evoking negativity and resistance in his aptly titled book, What We Think About – 

When We Try Not to Think About Climate Change (2015). Stoknes explores the 

common psychological responses to climate change as paradoxical, citing the 

correlation between knowing the facts but being unable unwilling to act. For 

Stoknes, this paradox is not an uncommon trait in human beings, and he gives 

several examples of such paradoxical behaviour. 

 

We talk about peace and go to war. We love our children, yet hurt them. We want to 

be slim, yet overeat. We work out to be healthy, yet smoke and drink too much later 

the same day. We praise the wilderness, and cut it down. We talk about the long 

term, and act as if only the short term matters. In other words, we two-leggeds are 

predictably irrational.92 

 

Rather than criticize this all too human trait, Stoknes believes that climate change 

communication needs to work with the psychological defence mechanisms utilized 

by people to protect themselves from information that is too traumatic, challenging 

or threatening to bear. For Stoknes, climate denial is another form of cognitive 

dissonance, which refers to the uncomfortable inner tension when one has 

conflicting feelings, thoughts and behaviours.93 Stoknes believes that humans share a 

common psychological defence system in response to messages of climate change, 

which he simplifies into a system described as the Five D’s (Distance, Doom, 

Dissonance, Denial, iDentity). Once outlining their characteristics, Stoknes offers 

some strategies that will work with these defences, rather than against them, to 
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effectively communicate messages about climate change.94 He calls these strategies 

the “New Psychology of Climate Action”, and offers the following guidelines for 

successful communication.  

 
• Make the issue feel near, human, personal, and urgent. 

• Use supportive framings that do not backfire by creating negative feelings. 

• Reduce cognitive dissonance by providing opportunities for consistent and visible 

action.  

• Avoid triggering the emotional need for denial evoked through fear, guilt, self-

protection. 

• Reduce cultural and political polarization on the issue.95 

 

Stoknes’s belief that changing the narrative around climate change can improve 

people’s thinking on the issue mirrors Solnit’s belief that changing one’s thinking 

about the concept of nature can imbue landscape with new meaning. Furthermore, 

finding an approach to photography that facilitated this change in peoples thinking 

could also inform a unique approach to the aesthetic appreciation of nature. 

Although I didn’t follow these to the letter, Stoknes’s strategies seemed fitting when 

seeking to uncover photographic strategies that moved beyond the traditional 

aesthetics of the sublime, beautiful, pastoral and picturesque. Therefore, Stoknes’s 

framework for a new psychology of climate action became a yardstick against which 

all subsequent projects from Working Within were measured.  

 

I became less concerned with images showing the effects of anthropogenic climate 

change in a direct, illustrative or linear way, nor was I interested in documenting 

activities/sites which have contributed to anthropogenic climate change or the sites 

we stand to lose. Rather, my practice became focused on exploring ways I could 

engage with the landscape that focus on individual and community participation, the 

sharing of experiences and the facilitation of the kind of dialogue that would allow 

for a change in my thinking, and the minds of others. 
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Silver City 
 

In early 2015, I began my first series of work intentionally exploring landscape 

photography beyond the aesthetic conventions of the past. Informed by the rubric 

offered by Stoknes, Silver City was the first of several projects created in response to 

Bright, Wells and Giblett’s call for a new format of landscape practice that engaged 

audiences on a more personal level while speaking less in imported artistic aesthetic 

traditions and more in local dialects.  

 
Fig. 39: James Farley, Untitled image from first trip to Broken Hill, 2015. Digital Photograph 
 

 

Silver City began with a residency at the Broken Hill Art Exchange (BHAE) for 2 

weeks in February, 2015. Although I had already concluded that the touristic 

approach to photography I adopted in A New Dialectic was problematic, the 

residency at Broken Hill had already been confirmed. Rather than waste the 

residency opportunity, I negotiated an ongoing residency with BHAE and returned 

for multiple visits, including 2 weeks in November, 2015 and again for 3 weeks in 

2017. This allowed for an ongoing engagement with a specific place and time to 

make connections with the community and develop a more meaningful 

understanding of the town. Over the subsequent two years, Broken Hill proved to be 

an excellent location for experimentation, reflection and community engagement. 
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Across three residency periods I created several significant new works, including the 

first body of cameraless photographs which proved revolutionary to the direction of 

this project. I also hosted 7 community workshops, 2 exhibitions and 3 artist talks. 

Each of these will be explored in subsequent sections.  

 

 
Fig. 40: James Farley, Dust Storm from first trip to Broken Hill, 2015. Digital Photograph 

 

Broken Hill was initially identified as a site to locate this research for several 

reasons. I saw Broken Hill as a microcosm for the study of the type of future faced 

by many regional communities impacted by the ongoing social, cultural, political 

and environmental effects of a changing climate. Throughout 2014 and 2015, Broken 

Hill was facing the triple threat of multiple years with lower than average rainfall, 

extreme heat and a severely depleted store of water in the Menindee Lakes system. 

In 2015, reports were predicting that the town’s water supply would be completely 

exhausted by August that year, with the townspeople already being advised not to 

drink tap water due to risks of heavy metal contamination. At the same time, the 

entire city was announced as the first to earn a National Heritage Listing. The press 

release states: 

 
A National Heritage listing for Broken Hill recognises over 130 years of continuous 

mining operations, its contribution to technical developments in the field of mining, 
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its pioneering role in the development of occupational health and safety standards, 

and its early innovation and adoption of environmental regeneration in and around 

mining operations.96 

 

The announcement of this listing also alludes to Broken Hill’s collective response to 

the changing nature of the mining industry, which has led to a post-industrial 

community faced with the challenge of redefining itself as a cultural and 

environmental tourist attraction. Furthermore, the city is one of Australia’s 

forerunners in renewable energy, with one of the largest solar plants in Australia 

becoming operational in 2015. 

 

Silver City marked a significant change in my approach to photography, both in 

subject matter and techniques. The switch to colour photography was a deliberate 

move away from the black and white tradition which I have employed up until this 

point. Similarly, I chose a different approach to landscape, choosing not to pursue 

the singular vista or view typified by Carlson’s ‘landscape’ models of aesthetic 

appreciations, focusing instead on more direct engagement with a space. This change 

in approach also led to the desire to explore a different format of presentation, a 

photobook, rather than a traditional landscape photography exhibition. The 

methodological approach to working in Broken Hill was informed heavily by the 

aesthetics of post-documentary, inspired by works that highlight the subjectivity of 

the photographic medium and its ability to blend truth and fiction. Aesthetically, the 

photographs employed what Charlotte Cotton calls the “dead-pan” approach. For 

Cotton: 

 

These pictures may engage us with emotive subjects, but our sense of what the 

photographer’s emotions might be is not the obvious guide to understanding the 

meaning of the images. The emphasis, then, is on photography as a way of seeing 

beyond the limitations of individual perspectives, a way of mapping the extent of the 

forces, invisible from a single human standpoint, that govern the man-made and 

natural world.97  
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This approach is also informed by the work of a close friend and colleague, Jacob 

Raupach (Fig. 41), with whom I have collaborated on several previous projects; and 

the photography of Dr. Jamie Holcombe (Fig. 42), my undergraduate mentor. I 

combined Holcombe’s approach to the “dead pan” aesthetic, adopted from the New 

Topographic photographers of the 1960’s and the social documentary of the late 20th 

century with Raupach’s approach to narrative creation and subversion. 

 

 
Fig. 41: Jacob Raupach, Untitled image from Fell, 2015. http://jacobraupach.com/fell 
 
 



	

 81 

 
 
Fig. 42: Jamie Holcombe, Outdoor Australia, 2015. Digital photographic print, 100 x 150cm 
 

I integrated these visual styles with my interest in the process of walking as a 

meaningful way of interacting and exploring an environment from within. The shift 

in subject matter directly relates to this new approach. Although my work in 

Tasmania involved significant amounts of walking, it was always walking with a 

destination or vista in mind. Throughout the residency in Broken Hill, I spent each 

day exploring the streets with no agenda or planned outcomes, seeking instead to 

walk, observe, explore and let the project develop organically.  

 

The resulting images of the first residency at BHAE were presented in an exhibition 

at the H.R. Gallop Gallery in 2015 (Fig. 43), and later composed into a photobook 

called Silver City, a copy of which accompanies this exegesis as APPENDIX ONE. 
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Fig. 43: Installation view of Silver City in the H.R. Gallop Gallery, Charles Sturt University, 2015. 
Photo: James Farley 
 

Walking through urban streets, as opposed to the tourist trails frequented in 

Tasmania, revealed a new style of visually thinking through the community’s 

response to the crippling water shortage. Certain motifs; such as boats, corrugated 

iron, water tanks, and gardens, became recurring symbols used to explore the politics 

of water use. In addition to the well-known history of mineral extraction, Broken 

Hill also has a long-standing tradition of environmental consciousness.  

 

Botanist/ecologist Albert Morris is world renowned as a pioneer in environmental 

planning, and is regarded as a local hero for his role in conceiving, researching and 

developing a regeneration project known as the “green belt” in the 1930-40’s. This 

exceptional example of bioengineering involved establishing a network of vegetation 

reserves around the city to shore up the soil. Morris, his wife Margaret, and the 

Barrier Field Naturalist’s Club98 researched and carried out the reintroduction of 

various native and introduced fauna, with the hope that the “greening” of the desert 

would offset the severity of dust storms caused by the deforestation of clear cutting 

                                                
98	Artifacts	in	the	Outback	Archives	suggest	that	Margaret	Morris	and	the	other	women	of	the	Barrier	Field		

Naturalist’s	Club	played	a	more	significant	role	in	the	Regeneration	project	than	is	commonly	known.	I	will	continue	
to	explore	this	archive,	as	it	has	the	potential	to	greatly	reshape	the	narrative	of	Broken	Hill	and	the	early	practice	
of	ecological	stewardship.	This	is	part	of	the	reason	why	I	won’t	yet	call	this	project	complete.	
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for firewood and the introduction of live-stock.99 This process was ultimately 

successful and the regenerations remain a vital feature of the city’s infrastructure 

today. 

 

 
Fig. 44: James Farley, Living Desert Reserve, 2015. Digital photographic print, 84.1 x 118.9cm 

 

While the incorporations of this historical knowledge into my practice proved useful 

in redirecting my work away from the aesthetic traditions I favoured in the past, 

focusing instead on the interpretation of a community’s response to environmental 

concern. I was still frustrated by two things; my limited ability to influence the way 

people read the work as a series of connected images when presented in a gallery 

context, and my apparent inability to shake off the aesthetic tropes that have been so 

influential on the development of my visual style. Viewers still singled out images 

such as Living Desert Reserve (Fig. 44) for their picturesque (read superior) 

qualities, at the expense of those exploring the subtleties of a town experiencing 

shared trauma in a less aesthetically traditional way. For this reason, the photobook 

form was identified as an ideal medium to construct a narrative around the interplay 

of images without the possibility of single images being isolated from their context 

                                                
99	Horace	Webber,	The	Greening	of	the	Hill:	Re-Vegetation	around	Broken	Hill	in	the	1930s	(Hyland	House		

Publishing	Pty	Limited,	1992).	
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within a wider story. Although still a sequence of images detached from their 

original context, I felt that the photobook format lends itself more to the 

communication of the kind of environmental engagement described by Berleant’s 

engagement model. 

 

The photobook Silver City included as Appendix One should be considered a draft, 

as the Silver City project is far from resolved. Through each subsequent trip to 

Broken Hill from 2015 – 2017, more images and knowledge was gathered. Not only 

through my own photography, but by accessing local archives, historical texts and 

through discussion with members of the local community.  

 

In my most recent trip to Broken Hill in March 2017, the coalescence of two distinct 

trains of thought combined with significant implications on this project. First, I was 

introduced to a range of artists, politicians and industry representatives from the 

renewable energy sector, who were in Broken Hill to launch a project related to the 

new solar energy plant. I was also given preliminary access to The Outback 

Archives, which features an extensive collection of archival photographs, visual 

records, and information that could greatly enhance the depth and power of this 

project. I began thinking about the archive as a form of renewable cultural energy, 

and the photobook as means of activating and refining this untapped source. 

Recognising that I may have just proposed for myself an entirely new project, I made 

the decision to postpone any further investigation into this idea until the initial 

research project was complete. Although a total of seven weeks have been spent in 

Broken Hill over the past four years, I felt that a much greater period of time would 

be needed to develop what I believe will be a significant project in its own right. The 

need for further community consultation and engagement, potential collaboration 

with other artists, and time to develop a meaningful body of work led me to push this 

project back to be revisited post-PhD.   

 

The Silver City project has functioned as a bookend to my research, marking both the 

departure from my traditional approach to landscape photography at the beginning, 

and as I reach the end, it provides a clear opportunity to apply the diverse strategies 

and skills developed throughout this project. As I contemplate this roundabout 

process, I realised I could not have recognised this potential any earlier. The journey 
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of my research has been shaped by a sequence of accidental discoveries, which in 

turn led to further experimentation and critical reflection. The following pages 

explore this sequence of projects, beginning with my preparation for Broken Hill, 

which positioned me to recognise the potential of a happy accident that occurred 

during my first week in Broken Hill. That accident led me on a journey which has 

now given me the ability to revisit the Silver City project with fresh eyes.  

 

 

Remnants 
 

Prior to travelling to Broken Hill, I had been training myself in the art of walking, 

inspired by the work of artists like Richard Long and Andrew Goldsworthy. As I 

planned on walking for a few hours each day in Broken Hill, I needed to improve my 

fitness and adjust to the new approach to making. I began taking daily walks along 

the Wiradjuri Walking track in Wagga Wagga, ranging between 5 and 15kms in 

distance. I recorded my walks by collecting objects along the way and photographing 

them in isolation in the studio. A resulting body of work from this process was called 

Remnants (Fig. 45), which presented a series of artificial flowers collected from a 

storm drain positioned downhill from the Wagga Wagga Monumental Cemetery.  

 

Isolated from their environment and context as symbols of mourning and 

remembrance, Remnants evoked a sense of disconnection that was strangely familiar 

to the experience of having to learn to walk through a space on a regular basis, for no 

other reason but to be there walking. The objects themselves were presumably 

placed in the cemetery to mark the loss and significance of someone who died by 

someone still living. Flowers are supposed to commemorate life’s transience by 

symbolising the endless cycles of birth, blossoming and decay. However, these 

synthetic substitutes for real flowers resist the very forces they are intended to 

imitate. I feel that these images of synthetic flowers are a striking metaphor for the 

incongruous relationship between global capitalist production and human cultural 

practices, embodied through symbols of the natural world. Just like the image of 

Gordon Dam (Fig. 1) from A New Dialectic had proved a poignant symbol for the 

acceptance of environmental consequences when balanced against economic 
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demand; Remnants suggests the extent to which we are willing to outsource our 

experiences and attachment to the natural in the name of convenience. 

 

 
Fig. 45: James Farley. Remnants, 2015. Series of eight digital prints on rag, 25.4 x 38.1cm 
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Photograms | Contact Prints | Lumen Prints 
 

In addition to making photographs of objects found while walking, I was interested 

in exploring ways of visually communicating the physical and sensory experiences 

of walking. When walking mindfully, your sensory perception is influenced by the 

physical elements of walking. You become more aware of your surroundings and 

can recognise the impacts of your presence in a living space. I began thinking of 

walking as a type of collaboration or dialogue; where the performative action of the 

walker is influenced by the physical features and forces of the land, which in turn is 

influenced by the presence of the one walking. 

 

 I wanted to communicate this physical connection to place in a way that was less 

descriptive of my point of view, and more expressive of the tactile and collaborative 

connection. This desire was inspired partly by my interest in the artist Richard Long, 

who interprets and translates his awareness of the active forces influencing his 

walking experience through written language, such as in Natural Forces (Fig. 46); 

and partly by the work of Andy Goldsworthy, who creates ephemeral sculptures, 

installations or interruptions through direct collaboration with the materials and 

environmental forces, such as Rain Shadow (Fig. 47).  

 

 
Fig. 46: Richard Long, Natural Forces, 2002. Text work - http://www.richardlong.org/textworks.html  
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Fig. 47: Andy Goldsworthy, Rain Shadow, 2008, Documentation of an ephemeral performance. 

 

Unlike Goldsworthy and Long, who use photography more in the documentary form, 

I wanted to use photography as the medium through which I could directly translate 

my experience of walking. Rather than making representational images, I was drawn 

to the photogram process for its simplicity in process and abstract characteristics. I 

hoped it would allow me to directly interact with the living landscape, which 

representational photography so often renders mute. The abstract qualities would 

also completely remove any trace of traditional landscape aesthetics.  

 

I was aware of artists like Christian Schad (Fig. 65) and Man Ray (Fig. 66), who had 

explored the automatic, chance-based and anti-establishment characteristics of 
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cameraless photography following the social turmoil of World War One.100 

However, it was Moholy-Nagy’s approach to photograms (Fig. 48, 67) that informed 

my own approach. Moholy-Nagy embraced the material qualities of the 

photographic process, including the materiality of light; using his photograms to 

explore what he saw as a universal form of visual language communicated through 

the manipulation of light.101 In the article Light: A Medium of Plastic Expression 

(1937), Moholy-Nagy reinforces the concept of light as a material, suggesting that if 

the camera is removed, “light would be controlled as a new plastic medium, just as 

colour in painting and tone in music.”102 Moholy-Nagy’s desire to work directly with 

the materiality of light mirrored my own intentions of working directly with a living 

landscape. 

 

 
 
Fig. 48: Laszlo Moholy-Nagy. Fotogramm, 1922. Gelatin silver print, 17.7 x 23.7cm.  
The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York 
 

                                                
100	Geoffrey	Batchen,	Emanations:	The	Art	of	the	Cameraless	Photograph	(Prestel	Publishing,	2016).	
101	Witkovsky	suggests	that	Moholy-Nagy	was	interested	not	in	the	photo	+	graph,	which	translates	to	light	+		

writing,	but	the	photo	+	gram	(gramma),	which	translates	to	light	+	alphabetic	characters.		
Matthew	Witkovsky,	"Elemental	Marks,"	in	Moholy-Nagy:	Future	Present	ed.	Carol	Eliel,	Matthew	Witkovsky,	Karole	
Vail	(New	Haven	and	London:	Yale	University	Press,	2016).	

102	László	Moholy-Nagy,	"Light:	A	Medium	of	Plastic	Expression,"	Broom:	An	International	Magazine	Of	The		
Arts1937.	
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I created two sequences of photograms during this process, using two different 

methods. The first Walking Sequence (Fig. 49) was made in the darkroom directly 

after a walk; using a combination of materials collected while walking (leaves, grass, 

stones), and objects that I had carried with me on the walk (such as film, a water 

bottle, clothing). My approach was based entirely on chance, using multiple 

exposures and numerous compositions on each print. Although the resulting prints 

were visually dynamic, this approach was too detached from the physical act of 

walking and I modified my approach.  

 

The second Walking Sequence employed a method I called contact printing - a play 

on words between the photographic process of contact printing, which involves 

making a direct contact print from a negative; and the physical act of being in 

contact with the land; and the use of contact plastic, a clear, sticky film used to cover 

school books. 

 

For my contact printing process, I constructed a wooden frame to support a 16x20 

inch section of contact plastic. I carried this frame above my head while walking, 

gathering dust and any objects blowing in the air. When I felt compelled to make a 

photograph in the conventional sense, rather than raising my camera I placed the 

frame at the exact point on the ground I would have stood to make an exposure. 

Rather than taking the photograph with a camera, I created a “negative” from the 

materials stuck to the contact plastic and later made a contact print (in the traditional 

sense) in the darkroom. The outcomes of Walking Sequence 2 (Fig. 37, 38, 61, 62) 

can be seen at the beginning and end of this chapter. 
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Fig. 49: James Farley, Walking Sequence, 2014. Four gelatine silver prints, each 20.3 x 25.4cm 

 

I hoped to use this process in Broken Hill to play on the poetic link between the idea 

of the Silver City being recorded in silver halides on gelatin paper. However, without 

the necessary darkroom equipment I had planned to make exposures of my contact 

negatives using a flash at night time and developing the photographs en plein air in 

the dark backyard of my South Broken Hill studio. On the first evening as I was 

readying my materials to make such an exposure, I unboxed the 20 x 24 in Ilford 

photo paper and the light tight bag was upside down in the sleeve. The sheets of 
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paper fell onto the ground were exposed to the bright light of my headlamp. 

Knowing that the paper would no longer be capable of producing a clean image with 

strong contrast, I decided to lay a sheet of the paper in the backyard with an 

assortment of minerals, which I had been collecting on my walks, composed loosely 

on top. I knew from previous experiments with salt prints and cyanotypes that if I 

left the image in the strong sun all day the paper would eventually begin to print out 

an image.  

 

The following evening when I returned to the sheet of paper, the exposed areas had 

turned deep shade of purplish brown and the areas under the mineral rocks were 

various shades of pink, orange and white. At that stage I was unsure of how to fix 

such an image so I placed it back in a dark bag from storage and composed a second 

piece using a segment of Prickly Pear and some more mineral rocks to print the 

following day. I was pleased with initial outcomes of these experiments and 

continued this process for several days, eventually turning to the internet to explore 

the process I was using. I discovered I had unknowingly adopted the cameraless 

process known as Lumen Printing.  

 

Lumen Printing requires prints to be fixed in a standard dilution of photographic 

fixer and washed in fresh water. Since Broken Hill was under heavy water 

restrictions, I could not bring myself to use fresh water for each print I decided to 

fix. However, I had discovered that Albert Morris used reclaimed greywater from the 

Broken Hill Zinc Corporation to irrigate the regeneration areas.103 With this 

information in mind, I sealed the single drain in the shower/sink combo of my studio 

to collect the water from my shower and washed the entire series of works, calling 

the resulting series Greywater Lumens (Fig. 50). 

 

                                                
103	Webber.	Pg.	70	
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Fig. 50: James Farley, Grey Water Diptych, 2015. Lumen print on Gelatin silver paper, 50.8 x 61 cm  

 
These initial lumen prints had me very excited. The quality of the paper was richer 

after being left to the mercy of the elements. There were tears, abrasions and dents 

that spoke to a more authentic form of environmental engagement or collaboration. 

These physical traces enhanced the indexical power of the ghostly outlines of the 

material that been recorded photographically. Furthermore, the combination of the 

high temperatures at which the prints were created and the chemicals used in fixing, 

left a strong, albeit pleasant, smell, which adds to the sensory experience and further 

suggests a direct engagement between the subject and the viewer. 

 

As I made these first lumen prints, I had just finished Barry Lord’s Art and Energy: 

How Cultures Change (2014) and only recently started reading Timothy Morton’s 

The Ecological Thought (2012) and Val Plumwood’s Feminism and the Mastery of 

Nature (2002). I had yet to develop an understanding of ecological thinking that 

could accurately account for rich opportunity the processes provided. However, 

these initial experiments contributed to my interest in a host of artists I had never 

previously identified. This was a turning point in the development of my 

understanding of environmental photography, concepts of nature and thinking 

ecologically. As my knowledge of these fields grew, I began to push the limits of 

this process through various experiments. The full account of my experiments with 

Lumen Printing is undertaken in section three. 
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Limits to Growth 
 

Although I had committed a significant amount of time to Lumen Printing, I was still 

largely concerned with exploring new aesthetic strategies for environmental 

engagement and appreciation. Although Silver City remained unfinished, I wanted to 

continue exploring the book form and undertook a studio project in late 2015.  

 

Limits to Growth is an artist’s book in the form of a broadsheet newspaper, included 

with this document as Appendix Two. The work appropriates the title and theme of 

the 1972 publication of the same name. The original report outlined the findings 

from an MIT study using computer modelling to predict the outcomes of exponential 

population and economic growth in a system of finite resources. The outcome of 

these models suggested that any system based on these parameters will inevitably 

collapse.104 In the forward to Per Espen Stoknes’s What We Think About When We 

Try Not to Think About Global Warming (2015), Jørgen Randers, who was an author 

of the original Limits to Growth (1972), outlines his frustration after a career of 

rationally/scientifically arguing for the implantation of sustainable practices in 

response the report’s findings. Although he laments the fact that science-based 

evidence is not motivation enough for the widespread adoption of change, Randers 

expresses a renewed faith in humanity’s ability to change through the strategies for a 

new psychology for climate action, outlined by Stoknes.  

 

Despite overwhelming support for the scientific data suggesting the correlation 

between human activates and the disruption of earth’s climate, Stoknes suggests that 

reiterating this information again and again will do nothing to counter the 

widespread denial and cognitive dissonance surrounding the climate issue. For 

Stoknes: 

 

When it comes to climate risk perception: People are prone to exaggerate risks that 

are spectacular, new and unfamiliar, personified, beyond personal control, much 

discussed, immediate, and sudden, as well as those that affect them personally and 

                                                
104	Dennis	Meadows	et	al.,	The	Limits	to	Growth:	A	Report	for	the	Club	of	Rome's	Project	on	the	Predicament	of		

Mankind	(Universe	Books,	1972).	
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are imposed by a clear enemy. They tend to downplay risks that are dull, common 

and familiar, anonymous, somewhat controllable, not much discussed, long-term, 

gradual, and natural, as well as those that affect others and lack a clear bad guy. 105 

 

Because the impacts of climate change are manifested in different ways on a 

planetary scale, the concept is difficult to reduce or represent in any singular way. 

For this reason, it falls into Stoknes’s second category. As we described earlier, 

Stoknes believes that this can be countered through strategies that address climate 

change in ways that make the issue personal, local and urgent without evoking 

negative feelings of guilt or blame, while providing framework for visible outcomes 

that do not evoke political polarisation or idealism.  

 

Limits to Growth (2015) was an attempt at implementing such a framework. The 

sequence of images depicts the common block game called JENGA, which is based 

upon the same logic that informed the 1972 report. The game involves building the 

tallest possible tower using a finite number of blocks, with players taking turns until 

the tower collapses. The sequencing of the images in my publication follows the 

progress of gameplay, with the narrative unfolding one image at a time. (Fig. 51) 

The story is clear by the first few pages, however the newspaper format compels the 

viewer to complete the story while already anticipating the outcome. The title 

references the well-known study and implies the theme of the game and book 

equally, meaning that no knowledge of the 1972 study is necessary to understand or 

interpret the images. The reference to the well-known game makes the allusion 

towards climate change accessible, universal and subtle.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
105	Stoknes.	KL.	1123	
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Fig. 51: James Farley, Limits to Growth, 2015. Printed plate size 14.2 x 17.5cm  
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The newspaper format was chosen to evoke a sense of importance and truth, while 

the imagery is intended to critique the sensationalist and cliché images most often 

used to depict climate change.  

 

 
Fig. 52: James Farley, Limits to Growth, 2015. 28-page broadsheet newspaper, Edition of 50.  
28.9 x 38cm. Published by Currency Editions 
 

The combined impact of the simple images and the material form of the newspaper 

serves its purpose well. However, I felt that the concept of the game needed to be 

explored in a situation where individuals could play the game, interact and explore a 

familiar game in a new light. An opportunity to explore this came about with the 

creation of ten larger scale (tower standing over one meter high) versions of the 

game in a project commissioned for the FUSION FESTIVAL by Wagga Wagga City 

Council.  
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The festival project became significant for unexpected reasons. While many people 

(mostly children) took the opportunity to play the game, the festival context was not 

an ideal for the subtle political commentary of the project to take effect. People were 

more concerned with playing, attempting to knock other towers over early, or 

combining the blocks from multiple towers into one giant tower. In hindsight, I 

believe that the large versions of the game would have a more significant impact 

installed in a different context.106 However, planning this project became an 

important exercise in community engagement and logistics. The planning involved 

networking between several community groups to develop the project in 

collaboration on a minimal budget. These were skills that would become very 

important in the projects that followed.  

 

 

On Common Ground 
 

In October 2015, I was employed as a production assistant on the regional arts 

festival On Common Ground, co-ordinated by The Cad Factory107. The festival took 

place on the community commons on the banks of the Murrumbidgee river in 

Narrandera, NSW. The festival explored the interplay of history that had shaped the 

land and community; specifically, the relationship between indigenous cultures, 

colonial/agricultural expansion and the ecological impacts of these changes. This 

was my first experience working on a large scale project that involved collaboration 

between such a wide variety of local and national professional artists, community 

organisations, school groups and community members. My role involved installing 

and assisting each of the artists with their work, giving site tours and documenting 

every aspect of the week-long event. Although I was not a participating artist, the 

experience of working closely with such a diverse group in a concentrated and 

creative environment had a profound impact on my practice and contributed 

significantly to my understanding of an ecologically engaged, ethically minded 

                                                
106	Perhaps	as	uncommissioned	and	anonymous	sculptures	in	locations	such	as	a	proposed	fracking	site,	the	head		

office	of	an	oil	company	or	in	the	middle	of	a	high-end	shopping	mall.			
107	Based	in	the	Riverina,	NSW,	The	Cad	Factory	is	an	artist	led	organisation	creating	an	international	program	of		

new,	immersive	and	experimental	work	guided	by	authentic	exchange,	ethical	principles,	people	and	place.	
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practice. Many of the artists camped on-site for the several days prior to, throughout 

and after the festival. This total immersion in a creative environment facilitated 

many conversations, spontaneous collaborations and opportunities to deeply reflect 

on the works created, their meaning and impact. Three artists/projects had a 

particularly lasting impact on me; those by Amelia Reid, Julie Montgarrett, Clytie 

Smith, George Main and Vic McEwan.  

 

 
Fig. 53: Amelia Reid, Loose Leaf Manuscript: A Common Tongue, 2015. Site-specific installation of 
bark, grass, mud and text. Photograph: James Farley 
 

Amelia Reid is an interdisciplinary artist, who for this project, worked with poetry, 

bricolage and site specific installation to produce Loose Leaf Manuscript: A 

Common Tongue (Fig. 53). My involvement in this project included walking 

throughout the Narrandera common with Amelia for several hours over two days and 

collecting fallen bark from the river red gums. Our walk was punctuated by 

discussion, observations and the occasional visit from a bird, kangaroo or beetle. As 

we worked, we discussed aspects of the festival and work to come, but also family, 

music, ecology, ecological interconnectedness and the shared history of rivers in 

both of our lives. From Amelia, I learned a unique approach to materiality and 
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collaboration – allowing the materials and context to guide the creation of the work, 

particularly in noticing the opportunities and limitations afforded by the materials 

and environment. These became an integral part of my later work with lumen prints. 

 

In response to the collaborative process undertaken through this work’s production, 

Amelia and I collaborated on another artwork called Meeting on Common Ground 

(Fig. 54). This work is a sequence of 18 small (8 x 10 inch) lumen prints, which 

respond to, document, and extend Loose Leaf Manuscript: A Common Tongue. The 

prints serve as a material record of the two-day period in which the festival was open 

to the public, where the light, materials, environment and weather all impacted the 

production of their own record. This work has been reconstructed and exhibited 

several times as a marker of this event.  

 

 
Fig. 54: Amelia Reid and James Farley, Meeting on Common Ground (detail), 2015. Unique lumen 
prints on gelatine silver paper. Individual sheets 20.3 x 25.4 cm (unframed)  
 

The collaborative installation Vanishing Point: Swan Hopper Legacies (Fig. 55) by 

Julie Montgarrett, Clytie Smith and Vic McEwan also had a profound impact on my 

understanding of materiality and practice. I have had the opportunity of learning 

from and working with Julie Montgarrett on several occasions. Her unique ability to 

highlight and elevate the material qualities of her medium has been very influential 

on my approach to cameraless photography. For On Common Ground, Julie 

collaborated with lighting designer Clytie Smith and media/performance artist Vic 

McEwan to develop a monumental textile installation spanning the width of the 
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Murrumbidgee River. Vanishing Point: Swan Hopper Legacies addressed several 

environmental, ecological and social themes; the impact of imposed European values 

systems, particularly the narrow conception of productive land; the eradication of a 

natural species through human intervention; and, the ability or willingness to reflect 

on the presence/absence of non-human agency.  

 

At one point during the festival production week, I had just finished a swim in the 

river and was laying on the river bank underneath Julie’s work to escape the sun and 

dry out. In that moment, I had a unique experience. The river hang was slowly 

billowing in two ways. The larger panel moved in a slow rhythm with the afternoon 

breeze, while the smaller connected panels moved with more urgency. Their 

difference became more noticeable in that moment, which in turned reinforced how 

the work was structured and functioned as a whole. The dappled light of the setting 

sun was casting delicate shadows across the water and grassy bank which mixed and 

contrasted with shadows cast by the trees on the opposite bank. Caught in the breeze, 

the material lifted in and out of the river, creating ripples and a delicate trail of 

disturbed water with a subtle splash. In that moment, the work’s material qualities 

became activated by the environment to create a unity and sense of presence I had 

never experienced in any work. It was a profoundly moving experience that left me 

with a newfound respect for works that unfolded and revealed themselves slowly; a 

lesson I have attempted to carry into my own practice. The qualities of Julie’s work 

were magnified through the addition of Clytie’s lighting after sunset, and further 

enriched through the site-specific collaboration between Vic McEwan and George 

Main’s post-photographic performance Haunting (Fig. 56).  
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Fig. 55: On Common Ground installation of Vanishing Point: Swan Hopper Legacies, 2015, Julie 
Montgarrett, Clytie Smith, Vic McEwan. Photo: James Farley 
 
 

 
Fig. 56: On Common Ground performance of Haunting, 2015, Vic McEwan and George Main, multi-
media performance. Featuring Vanishing Point: Swan Hopper Legacies, 2015, Julie Montgarrett, 
Clytie Smith, Vic McEwan. Photograph by: James Farley 
 
Haunting involved the use of several images depicting historical, ecological or 

cultural artefacts relating to the Riverina, taken from the collection of the Australian 
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National Museum. These images were composed into a projection piece combining 

audio and animated stories from Wiradjuri Elders, statements about climate change 

from farmers and climate scientists, poetry, music and various field recordings. All 

of this was projected across the Murrumbidgee River at night. Vic McEwan’s 

approach to projection echoes the unique harmony that made Julie’s work so 

affective. By projecting across the river onto the opposite bank, the images shift and 

morph in response to the land. Trees move, frogs sing, the groan of a highway-bound 

truck is echoed by the chorus of river birds … The river reflects an inverted image 

and the performance’s soundtrack is reflected and echoed throughout the space in a 

haunting symphony. The combined effect of this unique experience accentuated the 

importance of ecological awareness, local knowledge and history. It poetically 

communicated, with a great sense of urgency, an overall message of 

interconnectedness.  

 

 
In the Garden | Sun Prints Workshop 
 

Following the inspiring and practice affirming experience of working with the artists 

from On Common Ground, my work took a significant step forward. I was more 

willing to engage in collaborations with communities where I was no longer the 

central figure in the production an artwork or experience, but a facilitator. In late 

2015, I received a Young Regional Artist Scholarship (YRAS) from Arts NSW. The 

scholarship allowed me the opportunity to develop and present a series of 

community workshops and exhibition in Broken Hill outside my research activities. 

This scholarship was used entirely to facilitate community engagement and 

numerous outcomes and not to support or fund my research. However, the 

experience of developing and conducting this program profoundly influenced my 

understanding of, and confidence in, my own practice. As it is impossible to separate 

my artistic practice from the wider context of my artistic career, this project is 

worthy of a brief exploration within the wider context of my artistic development.  

 

After my first trip to Broken Hill, I had continued my exploration of walking as a 

means of aesthetic engagement and expanded my experiments with contact printing, 

lumen printing and studio photography. Extending from Glenn Albrecht’s 
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psychoterratic concepts, I had become particularly interested in Yi-Fu Tuan’s 

concept of Topophilia (1974), which reaffirms the human trait of forming 

meaningful connections to the material world through sensory perception, spatial 

orientation and geographic features108; and Edward O. Wilson’s concept of Biophilia 

(1984), which explores the innate human attraction to all living things (human and 

non-human).109 Both these concepts are antidotes to the negative conditions which 

Albrecht has identified as their modern-day counterparts. 

 

While I came to accept that photography could never recreate the total sensory 

immersion of being in, engaging with, or moving through a dynamic space, I believe 

that it can play a role in evoking, highlighting and mapping aspects of that 

immersion. Drawing on the interplay between a cognitive and non-cognitive 

approach to aesthetic engagement and the theories of sensory perception central to 

human evolution explored by Tuan, I began working on a series of images that 

explored the variable states of visual awareness.  

 

In the Garden (Fig. 57) combines studio photography with generative lumen prints 

to present two scales of time, immediate human scale perception and 

geological/ecological, as experienced when walking through a familiar space. In this 

case, these works were created in response to the garden surrounding my university 

studio, where I walked daily, and the regeneration areas in Broken Hill, which I am 

also now familiar with. The base image is a lumen print created through being 

immersed in a space over a 24 or 48-hour period. These images record traces of 

objects through the absence and presence of light. Throughout the long exposures, 

the photographic surface is impacted by wind, rain, moving organic matter or debris. 

The photosensitive surface traces the movement and changes of such phenomena, 

which due to often slow, gradual and subtle movements, are not registered visually 

when passing through a space.  

 

To contrast the slower movements, I attempted to recreate the sensation of moving 

through a space with your eyes. When walking, your movement is measured by 

stride, however your sensory awareness extends far beyond that. As I walked, I 
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maintained an acute awareness of where my eyes were drawn and what objects or 

events attracted my attentions. The eyes are drawn from the path a few steps ahead, 

forward to the horizon and in sweeping motions from side to side. Variations in 

colour and texture, or objects moving out of rhythm with their surroundings seemed 

to be the most attractive to the eye. This led me to gather samples of the colourful or 

textural specimens to bring back to the studio. After a series of experiments, the final 

images were created through a combination of multiple slow-shutter speed 

exposures, studio flash lighting and controlled chance, where objects were thrown 

through the air to cross the image field as the flash was fired.  

 

Fig. 57: James Farley, In the Garden, 2015. Series of six digital archival prints, 50 x 70cm 
 

These images provided an interesting case for the politics of natural aesthetics and 

representation. As a significant departure from my earlier work in A New Dialectic 

and Silver City, this work attracted many comments of surprise. Comments like 
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“very beautiful” and “pretty” were used with the inflection of dismissal. There were 

several occasions where the images were described as purely decorative and 

assigned a gendered reading, with the suggestion that this was a more feminine 

approach to art than the landscape vista that had defined my earlier work. That the 

images were easy to look at and held appeal to a wide audience seemed to imply, for 

the more critical viewers, that they lacked depth or meaning. This tension between 

the beautiful and the possibility of being critical, as well as the enduring gendered 

bias between the small, colourful and “decorative” subjects and the sublime vista or 

urban documentary image was further proof of how deep the European aesthetics of 

nature have been etched into cultural taste and expectations. Rather than shy away 

from this tension, I began to focus and explore it more deeply; exploring the politics 

of environments often thought of as gendered, as well as spaces not typically 

considered beautiful or sublime. I began to explore the aesthetics of engagement 

through the act of gardening; either by growing flowers and food in my 

front/backyard, or ‘guerilla’ gardening in public and shared spaces. I also focused on 

exploring, appreciating and engaging with spaces like roadsides, urban fringes, urban 

parks, community gardens, commons and travelling stock reserves. 

 

When I returned to Broken Hill to deliver my scholarship workshops, I carried this 

mentality with me. The YRAS program was to coincide with an ongoing arts 

initiative ran by the Broken Hill Art Exchange called the Desert Equinox, which 

involves a rotating theme exploring one of the four categories; earth, sun, wind or 

water. My theme was sun, or solar power (to coincide with Broken Hill’s recently 

opened solar power plant). Over a two-week period, I delivered a total of 5 

workshops using the Sun Print (pre-sensitized cyanotype) process to school and 

community groups. For these workshops, community members had the option to join 

in a 1 hour walk around the community park/sports ground, which featured native 

and introduced species of trees, shrubs, grasses and weeds in a relatively unmanaged 

garden. There we observed, identified and collected objects, while also engaging in 

conversations about the area, personal stories or anecdotes about life in Broken Hill. 

Due to the context of my work in Broken Hill, we also discussed the water shortages, 

politics of resource management and climate change; a conversation that was made 

easier through the leisurely context of a walk. 
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The findings from the walks were gathered in a bucket and returned to the studio, 

where all the participants then learned the process of Sun Printing (Fig. 58). As a 

group, we selected materials that contrasted or complimented one another, 

experimented with compositions and exposure times and created several prints. At 

the end of each workshop, participants identified prints they wished to contribute to 

a collective exhibition, which was then mounted at the BHAE art gallery and 

celebrated with a BBQ dinner, an artist talk and musical performance from a local 

musician and workshop participant. (Fig. 59, 60) 
 

 
Fig. 58: Sun Prints Workshop, 2015. Photo: Broken Hill Art Exchange 
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Fig. 59: Sun Prints exhibition at Broken Hill Art Exchange, 2015. Featuring Duff St Mural, 2015, by 
workshop participants and In the Garden, 2015, James Farley. Photo: James Farley 
 

 

 
Fig. 60: Sun Prints Artist Talk, 2015. Photo: Broken Hill Art Exchange 

 

The workshop experience, although not conducted as part of my research, yielded 

many important lessons. There was a stark contrast between acting as a lone artist 
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and working as part of a community group. Just like my experience working with the 

artists of On Common Ground, the outcomes of shared experience, group 

engagement and conversations framed by place are utterly different to the 

experiences of working in isolation. Community collaboration and engagement will 

prove central to my future research. Due to the time required to fully explore the 

ethical and political dynamics of such an experience, not to mention the time needed 

to generate the trusting relationships necessary to work with a community in any 

meaningful way, it was simply not possible to complete this project within the 

timeframe of this research. This is one aspect of my practice that will be revisited 

when I return to Broken Hill to continue my post-Ph.D. work on Silver City and the 

archive as a renewable source of cultural energy. 

 

Each of these projects informed the next in logical yet surprising ways. The 

trajectory of this research presents clear evidence that the process of thinking-

through-practice yields exciting results and new knowledge. This section has 

purposefully neglected another significant strand in my practice, which was playing 

out on a different tangent to these projects. Although I was continuously 

experimenting with lumen printing from the first prints in Broken Hill onwards, I did 

not yet have the theoretical framework to understand and contextualize them. I was 

largely working from intuition until my syntheses of ideas caught up with my 

reading. This thread of practice will be picked up in Section Four. 

The following section will introduce Barry Lord’s notion of a culture of stewardship 

and outline my definition of the post-photographic moment. It will also further 

explore the concept of ecological thinking through Morton and other key influences 

from the ecological humanities and present a renewed case for the moral practice of 

stewardship. Each of these threads is woven together to establish a platform upon 

which my new mode of photography for ecological stewardship can be understood.  
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SECTION THREE | Post-Photography and Ecological 

Thinking Towards a Culture of Stewardship 
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A Culture of Stewardship 
 

The foundations of my photographic practice of ecological stewardship are based on 

Barry Lord’s concept of a culture of stewardship, put forward in Art & Energy: How 

Culture Changes (2014). Lord draws on his experiences as a cultural theorist to 

explore the correlation between the two fundamental aspects of human life; energy 

and culture, breaking the progression of human history into a series of cultures, each 

associated with the adoption of a new form of energy. After mapping a speculative 

account of the entangled interaction between energy and cultural values throughout 

history, Lord predicts that as the shift towards renewable energy gains momentum, a 

new paradigm of cultural values rooted in stewardship for the mind, body and earth 

will emerge.  

 

According to Lord, physical culture is concerned primarily with sexual energy and 

the ability to stay alive long enough to reproduce. Material culture is inextricably 

linked to physical culture, concerning the creation and collection of materials needed 

to survive, such as food, drink and shelter.110 Until relatively recent developments 

(geologically speaking), physical/material culture has centered on hunter/gatherer 

practices. 111 This all changed around 12,000 years ago with the development of early 

agricultural practices in the fertile crescent of Mesopotamia, what Timothy Morton 

has called Agrilogisitics.112 With the ability to sow crops and domesticate animals 

came the ability to produce a surplus of food (energy). This surplus of energy both 

allowed for and demanded new types of culture: social-political culture, which 

formed the various systems of intellectual power relations communicating how any 

surplus is to be controlled113; and aesthetic culture, the transformation of social, 

political or natural forms to convey meaning sensually and/or imaginatively. 114  

 

Lord explains how the use of different forms of energy related to shifts in cultural 

values; these include the control of fire and the culture of the heath; animal 

                                                
110	B.	Lord,	Art	&	Energy:	How	Culture	Changes	(University	of	Chicago	Press,	2014).	Kindle	location	361	of	4309	
111	Ibid.	Kindle	location	361	of	4309	
112In	Dark	Ecology,	Morton	positions	Argilogistics	as	a	toxic	program	at	the	origin	of	all	contemporary		
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Columbia	University	Press,	2016).	KL	762	
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domestication; human power via slavery and oppression; wind and the culture of 

exploration, trade and individuality; water and the culture of urbanization; coal and 

the culture of production; oil/gas and the culture of consumption; nuclear energy and 

the culture of anxiety; and renewable energy and the culture of stewardship.  

 

Each form of energy is explored in relation to the correlating culture’s values, artistic 

practices and social developments. It is worth noting that different cultures can exist 

simultaneously and in different locations, often overlapping and feeding into one 

another. This is due to the constantly emerging and developing needs for energy use 

in different places at different times. Additionally, one must not forget that new 

sources of energy become available to different cultures at different times, meaning 

that widespread innovation and cultural change is often gradual, not rapid. Finally, 

innovation is often met with significant resistance, as the core values held by one 

culture may be threatened by the emergence of a new form of energy/culture. This is 

evident across western capitalist cultures today, with fierce resistances to renewables 

by the fossil fuels industry and their political partners.  

 

Lord’s narrative is built around these fundamental principles.  

• A culture cannot arise or continue without the energy source that 

enables that culture to be practiced.  

• Getting and retaining access to sufficient energy requires adopting 

certain values and acknowledging certain priorities, while abandoning, 

denying or suppressing others.  

• The values and meanings entailed by that energy source become a basic 

component of the value system of that culture.  

• If the energy source changes, then the values and meanings at the base 

of that culture will change. 

• Energy transition is an engine of cultural change. 115 

 

Outside the realm of cultural theory and museum planning, Lord’s theory remains 

relatively unknown. Lord’s broad claims are grounded in the belief that the 

increasing access to renewable energy will coincide with a widespread adoption of 

more ecologically inclined values, which will in turn lead to a reduction in other 
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damaging and unsustainable practices in a self-perpetuating and ecologically 

inclusive cultural revolution. While there are endless possibilities that do not fully 

reflect Lord’s hopeful views of the future, I argue that current trends in a certain 

field of post-photographic practice embody values very similar to those described by 

Lord. This thesis works towards establishing a creative methodology that embodies 

many of these characteristics, which could easily be expanded beyond post-

photographic practice and contribute to shaping an emergent culture of ecological 

stewardship.  

 

Using Lord’s narrative of energy transition as an engine of cultural change in 

conjunction with Geoffrey Batchen’s historiography of photography presented in 

Each Wild Idea (2001), I claim that we have entered a context in which 

contemporary global culture is starting to make the necessary transition towards 

renewable energy, which in turn will lead to the emergence of a new culture. It is 

from this position that I will contextualize and expand on the notion of post-

photography, focusing specifically on cameraless photography for its materialist and 

ecologically informed poetics, which I believe is well positioned to influence the 

values of this emergent culture. 

 

 

Photography’s Emergence in a Changing Culture 
 

In the opening chapter of Each Wild Idea (2001), Batchen seeks to uncover the 

social/cultural context in which the idea of photography became possible using the 

methods of historical enquiry outlined by Michel Foucault’s in the Archaeology of 

Knowledge (1972). Batchen surveys the writing and practice of various ‘proto-

photographers’, individuals who demonstrated a desire for a representational tool 

like photography prior to the medium’s development, in order to establish what 

Foucault called a “regularity of discursive practice.”116 Batchen’s proto-

photographers included William Gilpin, who after developing the concept of the 

picturesque, lamented his inability to fix and study the rapidly changing view 

reflected in his Claudé glass in 1791; John Constable and the motivation to represent 
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a frozen moment in time through paint in the first decade of the 1800’s; and Samuel 

Taylor Coleridge’s desire for an immediacy of perception/production in his writing 

similar to the image of the present found in the camera obscura around the turn of 

the 18th century. 117 Batchen observes that: 

 

… The desire to photograph emerges from a confluence of cultural forces rather 

than from the genius of any one individual. What a study of this history shows, first 

and foremost, is that the desire to photograph appeared as a regular discourse at a 

particular time and place—in Europe or its colonies during the two or three decades 

around 1800. The inference clearly is that it was possible to think “photography” 

only at this specific conjuncture, that photography as a concept has an identifiable 

historical and cultural specificity.118 

 

Just as it cannot be reduced to any one individual, Batchen resists the temptation to 

reduce the emergence of the idea/desire for photography to any singular 

development in the arts (such as perspective, realism, modernism), sciences (such as 

physics, chemistry, mechanization, instrument making), and/or in social and 

economic formations (the industrial revolution, the rising dominance of bourgeois 

ideology, the demand from this class for portrait images)119. He acknowledges that 

each played their part in the entanglement of forces from which photography and 

modernism emerged. 

 

We might well begin by noting the broader implications of this timing, for it soon 

becomes clear that the epistemological status of all the objects in which the 

protophotographers want to invest their rhetorical desire—landscape, nature, and the 

camera image on one hand, and space, time, and subjectivity on the other—is at this 

same moment in the midst of an unprecedented crisis. Each of these concepts is 

undergoing a radical transformation, as a nascent modern episteme disrupts the 

stability of its Enlightenment predecessor.120 

   

Following Foucault’s claim of a crisis of reason put forward in The Order of Things 

(1970), Batchen suggests that the context in which the idea for photography became 
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possible coincided with a wider crisis of representation emerging within the 18th 

century. Foucault argues that this crisis can’t be traced to any new theory of rational 

analysis, nor to a single “sudden interest – provoked by the influence of a budding 

romanticism – in the complex forms of life, history, and society.”121 Rather, it is a 

combination of all these things. Foucault describes the origins of this crisis: 

 

… As a surface movement: a modification and shifting of cultural interests, a 

redistribution of opinions and judgements, the appearance of new forms of scientific 

discourse, wrinkles traced for the first time upon the enlightened face of knowledge. 

In a more fundamental fashion, and at the level where acquired knowledge is rooted 

in its positivity, the event concerns, not the objects aimed at, analysed, and 

explained in knowledge, not even the manner of knowing them or rationalizing 

them, but the relation of representation to that which is posited in it.122 

 

Foucault suggests that these early ripples emanated from the 17th century formation 

of new social/political/scientific systems of knowledge, and their impact on the 

established dynamics of power. These ripples heralded the modern age, but are also 

the basis of Foucault’s crisis of representation. Foucault’s crisis is based on the 

inability of representation (in the form of language) to reveal its origins, nor 

communicate the complexities of these systems through which language gained its 

power, without also participating in and perpetuating the very same systems. 

Batchen sees a similar crisis of knowledge/representation in the culture that led to 

the emergence of photography. Expanding on Foucault’s crisis as it is explored in 

Knowledge/Power (1980), Batchen concludes that when the early 

protophotographers first began conceiving the idea of photography, what they were 

expressing was the awareness of their position as both the subject and the object of 

their own gaze, and perhaps were grappling with the philosophical implications of 

being, in Foucault’s words, “an object of knowledge, and a subject who knows.”123 

Indeed, this struggle is far from resolved.  

 

As we accept the transition to the Anthropocene, a geological epoch in which human 

influence has impacts on a planetary scale, these tensions are only heightened. In 
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contemporary discourse, the ecological humanities, sciences and arts are delving 

deeper into the ontological questions around the subject/knowledge divide. The 

primary position of the human subject is under scrutiny as our impacts on, and 

intimate ties to, the wider geophysical and ecological world become clear. We are 

starting to consider the shared agency of non-human subjects from a basis of 

knowledge enmeshed within material form and experience.  

 

Batchen uses Foucault’s methodology to argue that the emergence of the idea of 

photography coincided with the coalescence of entirely new knowledge systems 

which in turn, lead to the modern era. This interpretation is equally applicable to the 

period of ecological crisis today. Just as the status quo prior to the Enlightenment 

was disrupted by the emergence of new forms of science, philosophy, economics, we 

too are faced with profound social, cultural and political challenges. The challenge 

facing Western culture today stems from the multidimensional threat of 

anthropogenic climate change, which is itself a legacy of destruction inherited from 

the patriarchal, dualistic, and capitalist power structures that have shaped the past 

12,000 years.124 As we move further into a transitory period in energy – away from 

fossil fuels and towards renewables – one does not need to look far to find ripples of 

a new emerging culture. A growing number of people are eager to explore 

alternatives to the traditions that have served the past.  

 

Limiting my enquiry to post-photographic practice, specifically cameraless 

photographic practice in Australia, it is my intention to explore and demonstrate how 

post-photographic artists are active participants in generating the demand for a 

culture of renewable energy, critiquing the cultural values that have allowed the 

culture of consumption and anxiety to reach this current point of crisis, and dreaming 

up the cultural values that may take their place as the transition gains momentum.  

 

I do not wish to imply that cameraless photographers are the only artists pursuing 

these goals, for there is a rich and diverse range of artists in all mediums exploring 

the values associated with cultural transition. The scope of this paper has been 

defined by my own practice, and that of (mostly) Australian artists who have 
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influenced my research. My bibliography will provide a broad account of the 

influential and diverse artists working in the wider field of ecologically conscious 

photographic practice. Their omission from the body of the exploration was difficult, 

though necessary, to maintain a clear argument tied solely to the trajectory of a 

specific thread of post-photographic practice. 

 

Informed by Batchen’s recent exhibition/publication, Emanation: The Art of the 

Cameraless Photograph (2016), which is comprehensive survey of cameraless 

photography across the medium’s history, I have drawn the following hypothesis. At 

times of significant social turbulence in photography’s relatively short life, 

cameraless photography has been embraced and explored as a rewarding alternative 

to the status quo. Furthermore, by drawing comparisons between Batchen’s 

overview of photographic history and Lord’s trajectory of energy development, I 

would add that as western culture has transitioned from one power source to the 

next, the crisis of meaning associated with adopting new values has led 

photographers to return to various cameraless approaches to re-orientate, reflect and 

embrace each period of change. To support the claim that western culture is entering 

a point of energy and cultural transition, and, that cameraless photography can reveal 

new values appropriate for the emergent culture; I will return to Lord’s narrative in 

greater detail.  

 

Consider the context in which Batchen identifies the idea of photography becoming 

possible. It was during the age of Enlightenment, when empiricism and rationality 

had overturned or challenged all traditional approaches to knowledge. Prior to and 

during the Enlightenment, wood was the primary source of localized energy. The 

need for wood shaped Western culture’s concepts of land ownership, leading to what 

Lord calls the “culture of property.” Land ownership dictated who could access, 

collect and burn wood from certain areas of land, thus was inextricably linked with 

social and political power. The power afforded landowners also shaped cultural 

developments, with the landed gentry often practicing or commissioning study in the 

natural sciences or arts. The social/political culture of property informed early shifts 

in the aesthetic appreciation of land, combining a taste for the orderly beauty of 

private property with a taste for valuable and productive land. Lord cites the 

inseparable link between land ownership, power and aesthetics as the primary 
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obstacle to colonial Europeans understanding the type of stewardship practiced by 

the indigenous peoples they encountered in colonized countries.125 This thesis is 

supported by the recent writing of Bruce Pascoe in Dark Emu (2014)126, and is also 

evident in Helen Ennis’s analysis of settler representations of indigenous people 

throughout colonial Australian photography.127  

 

The rate at which wood was being consumed led to deforestation throughout 

England and resulted in an early energy crisis not so different to the one we face 

today. This resulted in the investigation and ultimate emergence of a new source of 

energy in coal. Coal had been a significant source of combustible energy since at 

least the 15th century, however faced with a depleting supply of wood, a growing 

demand for coal led to advancements in efficient extraction and by the 16th century, 

coal became the dominant source of domestic energy (heating & cooking). Soon 

after, the use of coal (or coke) became the primary fuel for all trades and industrial 

production. Further technological development was required to meet the ever-

increasing energy demands of the expanding British Empire. The marriage of coal 

and water to produce steam energy was originally developed to assist in the 

extraction of coal, however technological advancements in manufacturing led to 

improved efficiency and new applications for this new energy, which became the 

driving force behind the industrial revolution.  

 

Lord calls the new coal powered, industrialized culture the “culture of production” 

and suggests that the impacts of the transition were unprecedented. 

 

Each energy transition affects not just broad or abstract cultural values, but very 

specifically changes the way we see ourselves and each other—what we think it 

means to be a person. The culture of production that came to us with coal and the 

Industrial Revolution taught the vast majority of working people to understand who 

they were in terms of their relationship to the process of production. Working-class 

people became aware that they constituted the productive force of society, which 
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distinguished them utterly from the capitalist class who invested in the infrastructure 

and profited from their labour.128 

 

The reorganization of energy in the forms of coal, steam and human labour 

dramatically altered the social and cultural conditions. Lord describes the rise of 

industrialization and subsequent culture of production as the earliest form of mass 

culture and the precursor to modern consumer society. The combination of new 

industrial technology paired with a rise in class consciousness, ideas of individuality 

and identity, not to mention the vast reshaping and reorganization of land through 

industry and urbanization each had significant impacts in the social and cultural 

practices of the time. Lord suggests that the artistic movement now called 

Romanticism was an early manifestation of this cultural change.  

 

Stemming from the Enlightenment and inextricably linked to the social politics of 

the culture of property, the culture of production provided the context in which all 

the previous scientific studies into the light sensitivity of chemicals became focused 

on a shared desire, the discovery of what would become photography. Batchen 

suggests that the development of photography was a consequence of expanding 

philosophical and epistemological frameworks, when human beings began to 

consider themselves both the participants and creators of reality.129  

 

The earliest experiments in the discovery of a naturally occurring imaging technique 

were carried out without a camera. Lace (Fig. 63) by William Henry Fox Talbot, and 

in Photographs of British Algae: Cyanotype Impressions (Fig. 64) by Anna Atkins 

are examples of photography in its most elemental form; where the placement of an 

object on a light sensitive surface results in an image generated through the absence 

and presence of light.130 
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Fig. 63: William Henry Fox Talbot, Lace, c.1834. Photogenic drawing negative. 8.9 x 6.2cm. 
Smithsonian Institute, Washington DC 
 
Fig. 64: Anna Atkins, Cystoseira Granulata, Photographs of British Algae: Cyanotype Impressions. 
Part 1, 1943. Cyanotype on paper. The New York Public Library. Spencer Collection 
 
 

I have argued that the transition towards coal as the dominant source of energy and 

the adoption of new cultural values and priorities (and subsequent abandonment of 

others) played a double role in influencing the cultural taste in the aesthetic 

appreciation of nature, and contributed to the radical individualism and self-

awareness as a seeing/knowing subject and that this spawned the desire for a self-

aware system of vision which became photography.131 If we accept that new forms of 

culture emerge from within previous cultures in this way, it is possible to recognize 

similar signs of transformation within our own culture today. As we are only just at 

the beginning of this transformation, it is possible that new values, currently 

unimaginable will eventually be adopted as normal.  
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Energy Transition and the Post-Photographic Moment 
 

The revolutionary union of coal and steam led to further technological 

advancements. For Lord, the advancements of electrification throughout the late 19th 

and early 20th century marked the next significant energy to radically redefine 

Western culture. Still largely based on coal, but in a concealed way, the culture of 

electrification led to unprecedented innovation and transformation across all fields of 

cultural practice.132  Combined with industrialized production and mass culture, it 

heralded the period of modernism that championed innovation in arts, culture and 

society.133 

 

Photography’s popularity boomed in this period of global prosperity, with scientific, 

technological and cultural advances constantly revealing new applications for the 

modern medium. Although it did not disappear completely, the practice of 

cameraless photography was largely limited to scientific applications and 

experiments or amateur craft. This all changed in the years that followed the massive 

social and political upheaval of World War I.134 In the wake of such turbulence, 

several avant-garde movements turned to cameraless photography. Artists like 

Christian Schad developed his Schadographs (Fig. 65), and Man Ray created his 

Rayographs (Fig 66); both exploring cameraless processes within the wider 

experimental and revolutionary movements of DADA and Surrealism, with the 

intention of rebelling against the existing modes of production and thought.135 Laszlo 

Moholy-Nagy provides a particularly striking example of this. His photograms 

sought to reduce the photographic process to its most elemental features, to show 

that light could be wielded as a universal medium of creativity (Fig. 67). I think 

Moholy-Nagy’s focus on the materiality of light, which was central to the 

development of his New Vision136, was a poignant symbol for the potential of light in 

another form of production, renewable energy. 
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Fig 65: Christian Schad, Schadograph, 1918. Gelatin silver printing-out-paper print, irregular shape 
5.9 x 8.3cm. Museum of Modern Art, New York  
 
Fig 66: Man Ray, Rayograph (Comb, Straight Razor Blade, Needle and Other Forms),1922.  
Gelatin Silver print, 22.4 x 17.5cm. The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York 
 

 
Fig 67: Lazlo Moholy-Nagy, Fotogramm, 1926. Gelatin silver print, 23.9 x 17. 9cm. The Metropolitan 
Museum of Art, New York 
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After the second world war, the representational qualities of documentary 

photography overshadowed the revolutionary intentions of such experimental 

imagery. This tension mirrored the wider division between the subjective and the 

universal, the abstract and the real.137 This cyclical tension continues today, and has 

been taken to new heights with the development of digital, online and 

virtual/augmented reality technology.  
 

Digitization was the key development in photographic technology, leading to what 

William J. Mitchell originally termed the post-photographic moment. Broadly 

speaking, the post-photographic moment began when the chemical photographic 

process of fixing of light and shadow was superseded by the electronic/algorithmic 

process of measuring, digitizing and translating values of light into data, which could 

be stored, broadcast, manipulated, reproduced and recomposed as pixels on a screen. 

The advancements in digital technology are closely tied to the emergence of a new 

source of energy, and with it, a new form of culture. 

 

Globally we are still seeing the effects of the innovation driven by coal and 

electrification unfold, particularly as developing countries modernize their 

economies. However, the culture of production that defined modern Western culture 

since the beginning of the 20th century has been significantly altered by a pair of new 

energy sources: Oil and gas. For Lord, the defining characteristic of this 

transformation was the vast majority of individuals within an oil/gas dependent 

culture being redefined as consumers, rather than producers. For this reason, Lord 

calls the culture associated with oil and gas a “culture of consumption.”138 

 

In the culture of production associated with coal, the production of energy was 

labour intensive. Its extraction and transport depended on a large and well organized 

work force. The class structures that came with coal production allowed for a clear, 

albeit contentious relationship between the working and capitalist class.139 Oil and 

gas on the other hand require higher level of scientific and geological knowledge, 

but a relatively small workforce to produce large quantities of product. This shifted 

                                                
137	Ibid.	
138	Lord.	3010	
139	Lord,	B.	Art	&	Energy:	How	Culture	Changes.	University	of	Chicago	Press,	2014.	Kindle	location	3013	of	4309	
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the value away from the production of energy to the consumption of energy.140 As 

Lord says:  

 

When oil or gas becomes a principal source of energy, the locus of value is not at 

the wellhead of production. It has shifted to the other end of the energy 

transaction—to the market… With the transition from coal to oil and gas, we have 

created a culture focused on marketing, brands and consumption. In a culture of 

consumption, a high valuation is placed on consumption for its own sake. It depends 

on people seeing themselves and others primarily as consumers.141 

 

The implications of this fundamental change are still revealing themselves today. 

The culture of consumption outlined by Lord not only affected what we buy or how 

much, it changed our priorities and taste in people, things, events and ideas.142 It saw 

the emergence of Neoliberalism, a philosophy of market fundamentalism promoting 

privatization, tax cuts and free trade agreements, which replaced the idea of political 

agency with the ability to consume. This has led to exponential increases in the 

power of corporations while also corrupting the traditional social and political 

structure, securing poverty for the poor and consigning the middle class to an 

unattainable pursuit of wealth while simultaneously establishing a new class of 

hyper-rich who maintain a controlling stake in all forms of social and political 

power. Furthermore, neoliberalism monetizes earth’s resources without considering 

the ability for the earth to replenish itself. The impacts of such activities are 

suppressed through class separation, free trade agreements and the exploitation of 

poorer countries. These economic systems are massively destructive. As Naomi 

Klein says: 

 

The real reason we are failing to rise to the climate moment is because the actions 

required directly challenge our reigning economic paradigm (deregulated capitalism 

combined with public austerity), the stories on which Western cultures are founded 

(that we stand apart from nature and can outsmart its limits), as well as many of the 

activities that form our identities and define our communities (shopping, living 

virtually, shopping some more). They also spell extinction for the richest and most 

                                                
140	Lord,	B.	Art	&	Energy:	How	Culture	Changes.	University	of	Chicago	Press,	2014.	Kindle	location	3013	of	4309	
141	Lord,	B.	Art	&	Energy:	How	Culture	Changes.	University	of	Chicago	Press,	2014.	Kindle	location	3035	of	4309	
142	Ibid.	Kindle	location	3113	of	4309	
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powerful industry the world has ever known—the oil and gas industry, which cannot 

survive in anything like its current form if we humans are to avoid our own 

extinction. In short, we have not responded to this challenge because we are locked 

in—politically, physically, and culturally. Only when we identify these chains do we 

have a chance of breaking free.143  

 

Paradoxically, the same marketplace of ideas that currently has us locked onto a self-

destructive path also led to profound new schools of thought, such as post-

modernism, which emerged as the dominant intellectual attitude during the late 20th 

and early 21st century.  

 

Driven by a strong sense of individualism and a commitment to freedom of choice, 

post-modernism saw the deconstruction of modernist ideals, revealing the inherent 

biases towards colonial, white, male perspectives. During the culture of 

consumption, post-colonial, ecological and feminist movements gained momentum 

and challenged/critiqued the dominant power structures that have endured all 

previous periods of cultural change. 144  

 

The impact of these fields of criticism have had far-reaching implications on all 

areas of cultural practice. The variety of knowledge produced through the culture of 

consumption has led to a point in history when awareness of the consequences of our 

actions collides with our willingness or ability to enact change, on any level. 

However, this knowledge would not have been possible without the culture of oil 

and gas in the first place. We still sit within the culture of consumption today and the 

diverse fields of criticism all practice their critique from within its confines. Due to 

the tension that exists between a culture aware that its primary source of energy is 

destructive, another culture has emerged... the culture of anxiety.  

 

The current culture of anxiety provides the context in which the widespread post-

modern critiques are starting to gain momentum. Particularly the ecological critique 

which seeks to challenge the Anthropocentric and economic values that are used to 

justify the ongoing extraction of fossil fuels. Control over fossil fuel assets and the 

                                                
143	Klein,	Naomi.	This	Changes	Everything:	Capitalism	Vs.	The	Climate.	Simon	&	Schuster,	2014.		

KL.	1185	of	10965	
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endless drive for profit for those companies who depend upon their consumption are 

measured against the unquestionable knowledge that there will be significant 

planetary impacts if we continue to extract and burn fossil fuels. Lord suggests that 

the wide-spread transition towards renewable energy sources, in both developed and 

developing nations, will disrupt the current systems of consumption and production. 

These changes will correlate with the emergence of new concepts of consumption 

and production, particularly around the concepts of ownership, community and 

individual and collective identity. This will be the culture of stewardship. For Lord, 

this emerging culture could incorporate the best aspects of all the previous cultures, 

while introducing new values that are currently unknowable or at odds with current 

social values.145 

 

For Lord’s culture of stewardship to emerge, the barriers imposed by the dominant 

consumerist ideology must be acknowledged and overcome, as has been the case for 

all periods of cultural transition. The timing of the climate crisis and the need for 

cultural change is the subject of Naomi Klein’s This Changes Everything: 

Capitalism vs. the Climate (2014). Klein also calls for multidirectional change in the 

form of top down policy changes and grassroots action, and suggests that there needs 

to be a fundamental change in thinking:  

 
Fundamentally, the task is to articulate not just an alternative set of policy proposals 

but an alternative worldview to rival the one at the heart of the ecological crisis—

embedded in interdependence rather than hyper-individualism, reciprocity rather 

than dominance, and cooperation rather than hierarchy.146 

 

Klein’s critique reinforces the eco-feminist positions outlined by Bright, Solnit, 

Giblett and Wells in their critique of landscape photography explored in the previous 

chapter. It seems that there is a unified push across multiple fields and from multiple 

contexts that are bound together in the desire to establish a new ecologically centred 

world-view. One that engages in local dialects and repositions human culture within 

the wider ecological community of the earth. Photographers in the post-photographic 

moment are perfectly positioned to contribute significantly towards this goal.  

                                                
145	Lord,	B.	Art	&	Energy:	How	Culture	Changes.	University	of	Chicago	Press,	2014.	Kindle	location	2736	of	4309	
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The Post-Photographic Moment 
 

The post-photographic moment is the current permutation of the ongoing tension 

between the subjective and the universal, the abstract and the real, truth and fiction. 

It is a cultural period, not an artistic movement; stemming from the dramatic 

reconfiguration of knowledge, data, labour and capital; in a digital world where 

images are a primary form of communication. 

 

For cultural theorist William J. Mitchell, the post-photographic moment stems from 

the irreconcilable differences between traditional photographic images, created by 

the interaction of light and chemical process; and the modern digital equivalent, 

which may lack a real-world relationship to that which was photographed. However, 

it would be a mistake to link the technological possibilities associated with post-

photography with the corruption or manipulation of truth in photography. As 

Geoffrey Batchen says, “The history of photography is already full of images that 

have been manipulated in some way or other. In fact, it could be argued that 

photography is nothing but that history.”147  

 

I do not seek to crystallize this moment into a movement, for artistic practice in the 

post-photographic moment seeks to explore the enlarged role visual information 

plays in this globalized and image-based culture, and the way these entanglements 

affect our ability to attach and interpret meaning through images. This includes the 

collapsing of boundaries between photography and other mediums within creative 

practice, such as painting, sculpture and performance.148 In Photography and the 

Expanded Field (2005), George Baker puts forward the idea that “Photography is no 

longer the privileged middle term between two things that it isn’t. Photography is 

rather only one term on the periphery of a field in which there are other, differently 

structured possibilities.”149 Baker thinks we need to “not retreat from the expanded 

field of contemporary photographic practice, rather we should map its possibilities, 

but also deconstruct its potential closure and further open its multiple logics.”150 

                                                
147	Batchen,	Each	Wild	Idea	-	Writing,	Photography,	History.	Pg.	137	
148	Ibid.	Pg.	109	
149	Baker	is	paraphrasing	Rosalind	Krauss’s	position	from	the	1979	paper	Sculpture	in	the	Expanded	Field.	

George	Baker,	"Photography's	Expanded	Field,"	OCTOBER,	no.	114	(2005).	P.	136	
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The post-photographic moment is defined by unrestrained exploration, which makes 

mapping its possibilities difficult. Post-photographic practice rejects classification 

and actively works against the possibility of a homogenized reading. Robert Shore 

encounters this in Post-Photography: The Artist with a Camera (2014). Shore offers 

a selection of approaches to image making which he identifies as trends within post-

photographic practice. These include: image appropriation, cinematic and staged 

images, post-documentary151, a focus on materiality or process, and the treatment of 

images as objects (or objects as images).152 However, each of the artists presented 

throughout Shore’s publication could easily fit into multiple chapters, and many of 

the artists are not limited by any one genre, style or approach. 

 

This was something I came to understand throughout 2015-16, when I developed an 

exhibition exploring post-photographic practice in Australia, focusing on artists who 

were exploring non-traditional directions in landscape or environmental 

photography. The exhibition Land Dialogues: Contemporary Australian 

Photographers (In Dialogue with Land), was presented at the Wagga Wagga Art 

Gallery from March – May, 2016. The exhibition presented nine Australian artists 

working across the spectrum of post-photographic practice, ranging from studio-

based abstractions, cameraless photography and sculptural/photographic 

installations. A catalogue outlining all the featured artists from Land Dialogues is 

included as APPENDIX THREE. Here, I will elaborate on a few artists to highlight 

the diversity of approach and application of images in the post-photographic 

moment. 

 

                                                
151	Post-documentary	can	be	identified	a	sub-brand	of	the	post-photographic	moment.	Post-documentary	artists		

combine	post-photographic	methods	with	a	documentary	style	to	explore	concepts	like	history,	objectivity,	truth,	
meaning,	or	narrative.	

152	Robert	Shore,	Post-Photography:	The	Artist	with	a	Camera	(London:	Laurence	King	2014).	
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Fig 68: Kate Robertson, Dust Landscapes, 2012, Digital print, 120 x 96cm. Installed for Land 
Dialogues at Wagga Wagga Art Gallery. Photo: James Farley  
 

In the series, Dust Landscapes (Fig 68), Kate Robertson creates a sense of 

topographic or celestial space through multi-layered, studio constructed photographs. 

With a series title that gives everything and nothing away, these abstract images 

challenge the concept of landscape. The haze of colour and familiar patterns of dust 

evoke an uncanny topography, as if looking down through a window into another 

world. This is not far from the truth. Robertson says that these images were created 

using dust gathered from ConFest, an alternative lifestyle festival exploring new 

platforms of community connection and experience. Rather than documenting the 

people or events of this festival, Robertson’s images explore the enduring connection 

to a shared experience through the traces of environment attendees unintentionally 

take with them after the festival by photographing the dust that gathered on cars, 

clothes, bodies.  
 

In the sculptural installation Strata (More Gaps that Record) (Fig. 69), Jacob 

Raupach critiques the role of traditional landscape and documentary photography by 

employing a combination of archival records, documents, appropriated and original 

images, and a variety of cast sculptural forms. These are combined to explore how 

communities and environments are shaped by the complex interplay of social, 
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political and environmental influences. Furthermore, his practice explores the 

tension inherent in recorded history by highlighting how the inclusion or neglect of 

certain spheres or forces (migrant labour, for example) can significantly reshape the 

wider interpretation.  

 

 
Fig. 69: Jacob Raupach, Strata (More Gaps Than Fact), 2016. Found photographs, newspaper 
clippings, found objects, cast steel, timber, perspex. Installed for Land Dialogues at Wagga Wagga 
Art Gallery. Photos: Jacob Raupach  
 

Felix Wilson created a photographic installation evocative of Susan Sontag’s 

concept of an ecology of images,153 exploring the ways human environments have 

influenced or impacted the nocturnal ecology of metropolitan Melbourne (Fig. 70). 

Wilson’s photographic approach is reminiscent of a keen naturalist or ecologist, yet 

the documents of an encounter are transformed through the visual language of the 

installation. The images speak to one another forming connections through visual 

similarity, pattern and space. The activation of the corner space creates an intimate 

                                                
153	Sontag.	Pg.	180	
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image-world, where the viewer is actively engaged in the encounter and becomes 

part of the ecology. 

 

 
Fig. 70: Felix Wilson, Encounter Sequence (Melbourne), 2016. Photographic installation for Land 
Dialogues at Wagga Wagga Art Gallery. Photo: James Farley 
 

Following the curatorial exercise of Land Dialogues, I adapted Lord’s traits of a self-

aware post-modern consumer to describe what I have experienced of post-

photographic practice. I put forward the following to outline some of its 

characteristics.  

 

• The post-photographic moment does not elevate or celebrate any one style or 

idea from photography’s past, but is informed by that past in its entirety. It 

embraces not just the canonical figures of a constructed history, but 

encourages the exploration of counter narratives that have been largely 

outside the frame of historical focus. 

• The reduced space between artist and audience, due to the endless flow of 

visual data via various interconnected networks, places a higher importance 

on both artists and audiences being fluent in visual languages. 
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• Following the previous point, the sheer volume of visual data makes 

curatorial practice essential. The role of the curator is now more central than 

ever. 

• Post-photography is inclusive of all current photographic practice and theory 

and welcomes formats, approaches and processes not traditionally considered 

‘photographic’. This could include image appropriation, CGI, photo-objects 

etc. 

• The post-photographic moment allows artists to be less inclined to develop a 

canonical style, instead utilizing the unlimited access to photographic 

technology, history and technique to experiment with all aspects of the 

medium of images. Often adopting or combining whichever options are 

deemed necessary to meet a specific personal, social, political or aesthetic 

intent.  

• The post-photographic moment encompasses all forms of production and 

consumption in modern image culture. There is no “outside” the post-

photographic moment. 

 

Due to the endless possibilities for experimentation, critique, satire, irony, and cross 

discipline collaboration, post-photographic practice is positioned on the cutting edge 

of contemporary arts practice and is well suited to contribute towards the dreaming 

and testing of any speculative values that may be associated with the emerging 

culture of stewardship. As there are endless variations of post-photographic practice, 

the scope covered hereafter is considerably limited. Rather than tracing a surface 

level account of the various modes of photographic landscape practice capable of 

communicating the values of ecological stewardship, of which there are multiple, the 

following chapter will explore the early permutations of the emergent culture of 

stewardship through the work of selected Australian artists. These artists are 

employing cameraless processes as a means of slowing down and recovering the 

materiality of situated exchange. 

 

I will assess how these strategies were incorporated in my own work, and how they 

were deemed concomitant with what I have called the practice of ecological 

stewardship, by charting the journey away from the inherited aesthetic traditions of 

the past towards a more ecologically inclusive, personal, collaborative and ethical 
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approach. However, before moving on, it is necessary to spend some time 

considering the implications of the term stewardship. Lord uses this term without 

clarification, thus sidestepping the criticism of the concept of stewardship from two 

significant standpoints; religion and ethics.  
 

 

Ecological Thinking and the Moral Role of Stewardship  
 
The term ‘stewardship’ originally refers to the role of caretaker, one who has been 

charged with a responsibility of care and ethical upkeep for something that is not 

their property. The word’s origins are from the European middle ages, gaining its 

meaning from the combination of the words stig, (meaning house or hall) and weard, 

(meaning ward or under guard/protection/care).154 Stewards oversaw the halls and 

houses of nobility with tasks ranging from property upkeep, service and managing 

house finances.155 The term has been applied to various forms of caretaking, from the 

service industry, business and finance, across all levels of resource management, 

environmental planning and government policy. Although the range of applications 

of this term have expanded from its feudal origins, the fundamental implications of 

stewardship, that is, a responsibility for the upkeep and care of whatever charge, so 

that it may endure and be passed on, has remained relatively unchanged to this 

day.156 Jennifer Welchman outlines the following definition of environmental 

stewardship, which corresponds with my own understanding of the term. For 

Welchman: 

 

Environmental stewardship is the responsible management of human activity 

affecting the natural environment to ensure the conservation and preservation of 

natural resources and values for the sake of future generations of human and other 

life on the planet, together with the acceptance of significant answerability for one‘s 

conduct to society.157 

 

                                                
154	“Steward”	on	Merriam-Webster.com.	Accessed	26	May,	2016. 	
155Jennifer	Welchman,	"A	Defense	of	Environmental	Stewardship,"	Environmental	Values	21,	no.	3	(2012).	Pg.	3-5	
156	Ibid.	
157	Ibid.	Pg.	11	
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Traditionally, stewardship has carried deep religious connotations, having been 

evoked within Christianity theology, such as the Book of Genesis (1.26).158  The 

theological evocation of stewardship regards human beings as privileged caretakers 

of earth, appointed by God and thus holding divine dominion over all life on earth.159 

This raises questions about the relevance of a stewardship ethic as an inclusive and 

accessible ethic, capable of bridging religions and non-religious worldviews, while 

still presenting a strong ethical and moral duty of care. Furthermore, from an eco-

feminist perspective, stewardship attracts criticism for its foundations on conceptual 

frameworks of hierarchical power structures, such as anthropocentrism and 

patriarchy. 160 These frameworks enable mastery, discrimination and oppression, as 

well as many other of what Karen Warren calls the “isms of domination.”161 For eco-

feminist Val Plumwood, these two criticisms are linked for their origins in, and 

continuance of, exploitative traditions of hyper separation inherited from 

anthropocentric dualism; thinking which separates human beings from nature, 

elevating us to a position of mastery and thus allows for our will to rightfully be 

forced upon the biotic and abiotic communities not sharing our status.  

 

As a potential remedy to such hyper-separation, Plumwood (1939 – 2008) and others 

from the environmental humanities, have further developed the concept of 

“philosophic animism,” a way of reconceiving the world through new forms of 

‘kinship’. Philosophic animism teaches human beings that recognising “earth others 

as fellow agents and narrative subjects is crucial for all ethical, collaborative, 

communicative and mutualistic projects, as well as for place sensitivity.”162 It “opens 

the door to a world in which we can begin to negotiate life membership of an 

ecological community of kindred beings.”163 For Deborah Bird Rose, the negotiation 

of such as life would the shape of dialogue, which is “a form of ethical practice 

amongst subjects (human and nonhuman).”164 For D. B. Rose, ethical dialogue is 

characterised by two key precepts. “The first is that dialogue begins where one is, 

and thus is always situated; the second is that dialogue is open, and thus that the 

                                                
158	Robert	James	Berry,	Environmental	Stewardship	(Bloomsbury	Academic,	2006).	Pg.	65	
159	Karen	Warren,	"An	Ecofeminist	Philosophical	Perspective,"	in	Environmental	Stewardship:	History,	Theory	and	
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outcome is not known in advance.”165 As such, stewardship could be perceived as a 

form of monologue, inappropriate because it considers one voice, the stewards, as 

superior to all others. 

 

However, I argue that this interpretation of stewardship is flawed. Welchman’s 

definition of environmental stewardship clearly states it is the management of human 

behaviour, not nature itself.166 Properly secularised, the ecological steward is not 

acting on the behalf of some higher being or deity. The steward’s responsibility is to 

every other member of the ecological community. To adopt the position of 

stewardship is to accept others as equal, and to adjust your actions accordingly. To 

reject the ethic of stewardship solely on its etymology or historical religious 

connotations would greatly delegitimize a significant amount of effective 

political/social/environmental policy already in place;167 not to mention an already 

vibrant network of grass-roots and indigenous movements,168 social activists and 

artists. In the past three years, I have participated in three regional arts festivals169 

which promoted practices that can easily be interpreted through the values of 

ecological stewardship.  

 

Any stewardship ethic which maintains that human-beings are ontologically above 

or outside ‘nature’ is worthy of scrutiny and criticism. However, by prefixing 

stewardship with ‘ecological’ the implication is that the values of stewardship have 

been enlarged to reflect the 21st century movement of ‘ecological thinking’ across 

multiple fields within the arts, sciences and humanities. Within this consilience 

approach to ecological enquiry, each discipline is united towards a common goal. 

That of breaking down enduring dualisms and hierarchies that have historically 

positioned human beings as separate, in opposition with, or above all other forms of 

life on earth and rebuilding a more ecological, ethical and inclusive framework 

across all forms of social, cultural and political practice. 
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Ecological thinking as the manifestation and practice of new directions of thought is 

not bound to any specific discipline. It is best summarised by Lorraine Code as a 

movement that “unsettles the self-certainties of western capitalism and the 

epistemologies of mastery it underwrites.”170 Ecological thinking is a consilience 

approach to redirecting human and non-human relationships through the 

Anthropocene and into the future. For Code: 

 
Ecological thinking is not simply thinking about ecology or about “the 

environment,” although these figure as catalysts among its issues. It is a revisioned 

mode of engagement with knowledge, subjectivity, politics, ethics, science, 

citizenship, and agency that pervades and reconfigures theory and practice. It does 

not reduce to a set of rules or methods; it may play out differently from location to 

location; but it is sufficiently coherent to be interpreted and enacted across widely 

diverse situations.171 

 

My understanding of ecological thinking has been further influenced by literary 

critic and philosopher Timothy Morton, whose aesthetic critique began with Ecology 

Without Nature (2007), in which Morton establishes an argument that the concept of 

Nature is a modern construction, a tool to designate and maintain distance and 

borders between things where no distance or borders exist.172 Morton follows this 

with The Ecological Thought (2012), where he sets out a framework for thinking 

across these borders and recognising the “strange” levels of ecological 

interconnectedness.173 In Dark Ecology (2016), Morton goes further to describe the 

concept of Nature as a by-product of agrilogistics, the agricultural program 

developed to avoid catastrophe 12,000 years ago, which ironically has led to the 

current ecological crisis.174 To achieve any sense of future coexistence, Dark 

Ecology pushes for a strange, ever ironic self-awareness, as both a human being 

comprised of multiple non-human beings, and an object that exists and is distributed 

across multiple timescales and temporalities. Dark Ecology is a way of thinking 

coexistence in the darkness of an already unfolding global catastrophe.175 It embraces 
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that shade and promotes a mode of ecological thinking that is strange, mysterious, 

unknown, curious and open. To me, these values of dark ecology align with the best 

qualities of post-photographic practice.  

 

If we take Welchman’s definition of environmental stewardship outlined at the 

beginning of this chapter and reframe it from an ecological perspective to include an 

expanded view of life on planet earth as an emergent and entangled system of biotic 

and abiotic communities, organised by chaotic life systems and positive/negative 

feedback loops, we arrive at a more accurate definition of ecological stewardship 

such as this.  

 

Ecological stewardship is the responsible management of human activity as it relates 

to the needs of all earth’s agents. The practice of ecological stewardship re-imagines 

the world in more ethical and inclusive terms through ongoing dialogue and 

openness to the flux of life in a constantly evolving world, to safeguard the 

possibility of future coexistence for all.  

 

My concept of ecological stewardship is not without its shortcomings. One could 

argue that ecological stewardship does not depart from the anthropocentricism 

embedded in the historical approach to stewardship. However, I maintain a 

commitment to the ethical and moral role of the ecological steward as a practical role 

individuals and communities can adopt and practice throughout the process of 

cultural transition. I believe that a radical push towards education and awareness 

about the complex interconnectedness of all life is needed to overcome the 

challenges of anthropocentric climate change, and that takes time. We must accept 

that human agency has led to this unprecedented point in the earth’s geological 

history, therefore we must also accept the responsibility to redirect that agency with 

an awareness of the other voices we have long neglected. Not to do so would be 

irresponsible and utterly unethical at a time of ecological crisis. 

 

I believe that the speculative culture of stewardship as outlined by Lord is a positive 

step towards a less destructive, more positive future. Furthermore, I believe that 

transformations called for by various fields across the ecological humanities, 
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whether via philosophic animism or the Symbioscene;176 may only be realised as we 

transition away from the exploitative position of mastery supported by fossil fuels 

towards a more reciprocal culture of stewardship based on renewables. I do not 

believe that the culture of stewardship will be a static utopian culture. It will involve 

fundamental shifts in the fabric of contemporary human culture as we struggle to 

address past social and environmental injustices followed by an endless dialogue of 

give and take. Transitioning to a culture of ecological stewardship will be the first 

step on a long road towards correcting the mistakes of the past and untethering 

human thought, life and culture from the centre knowledge allowing us to be part of 

an ecologically active, aware and inclusive community. 

 
 
Cameraless Photography and the Aesthetics of Ecological 
Stewardship 
 

At this stage, my own practice and the work of many contemporary post-

photographic artists demonstrates that any ecologically informed aesthetic 

necessarily exists in the space between the cognitive and the non-cognitive approach 

outlined in Section One. Here I will introduce or reiterate a few key aesthetic 

positions that help locate photography for ecological stewardship in the muddy area 

between these two poles: Aldo Leopold’s land ethic and land aesthetic put forward in 

A Sand County Almanac (1966), which has informed several scientific and 

philosophical developments towards the aesthetic appreciation of nature; Yuriko 

Saito’s expansion of the cognitive position to include local and traditional 

knowledge, folklore and mythology, as put forward in Appreciating Nature on its 

own terms (1998); and Timothy Morton’s Dark Ecology (2016), which challenges 

the very concept of nature and replaces it with concepts of thinking through radical 

interconnectedness. 

 

Aldo Leopold’s conception of a land ethic is an outstanding example of an aesthetic 

appreciation for nature that moves beyond appearances, by drawing on both the 

cognitive aspects of the natural sciences and the sensuous qualities of direct 

engagement. Leopold describes the land ethic as: 

                                                
176	Glenn	Albrecht,	"Exiting	the	Anthropocene	and	Entering	the	Symbiocene,"	Minding	Nature	9,	no.	2	(2016).	
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All Ethics so far evolved rest upon a single premise: that the individual is a member 

of a community of interdependent parts. His instincts prompt him to compete for his 

place in that community, but his ethics prompt him also to co-operate… The land 

ethic simply enlarges the boundaries of that community to include soils, waters, 

plants, and animals, or collectively: the land.177 

 

Leopold summarizes his land ethic as a fundamental reorganization of human/nature 

relationships, shifting “Homo sapiens from conqueror of the land-community to 

plain member and citizen of it,” which is akin to ecological stewardship, as “it 

implies respect for his fellow-members, and also respect for the community as 

such.”178 Leopold expands the land ethic into a conservation aesthetic, in which, “A 

thing is right when it tends to preserve the integrity, stability, and beauty of the biotic 

community. It is wrong when it tends otherwise.”179 Leopold’s land aesthetic is not 

exclusively concerned with the scientific study of natural process, for he also equally 

promotes the sensual experiences of sound, smell; where direct engagement and 

experience is vital to an enhanced understanding of land.  

 

Yuriko Saito argues that cognitive aesthetics should not be limited to scientific 

knowledge, but also necessarily includes local knowledge, indigenous knowledge, 

history, folklore and mythology.180 For Saito: 

 
There are other kinds of myths, folklore and indigenous tales which attempt to 

explain or make sense of observable features of specific natural objects. Unlike the 

associationist appreciation where the primary interest is human deeds, the interests 

which motivate these narratives are the shape of a mountain, the particular climate 

of a region, the spawning behavior of a fish, and the color, shape, and habitat of a 

flower.181 

  

                                                
177	Aldo	Leopold,	A	Sand	County	Almanac:	With	Other	Essays	on	Conservation	from	Round	River		

(Oxford	University	Press,	1966).	Pg.	203	
178	Ibid.	Pg.	204	
179	Ibid.	Pg.	224		
180	Yuriko	Saito,	"Appreciating	Nature	on	Its	Own	Terms,"	in	Nature,	Aesthetics,	and	Environmentalism	ed.	Sheila		

Lintott	Allen	Carlson	(New	York:	Columbia	University	Press,	2008).	
181	Ibid.	
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Although these forms of knowledge often adopt anthropomorphic devices, Saito 

argues that these constructed devices are no different to the scientific concepts, 

formulas and categories which are also created by humans as a way of 

understanding. As Saito suggests, “Both scientific explanation and folk narratives 

are our attempts at helping nature tell its story to us concerning its own history and 

function through its sensuous surface.”182 Could the creation of ecological art be 

considered a contemporary manifestation of this practice?  

 

Both the cognitive and the non-cognitive project of appropriate aesthetic 

appreciation of nature are turned on their heads by ecological thinking. Timothy 

Morton has pursued this line of thinking across the past decade, beginning with 

Ecology Without Nature (2007). Morton proposes that our ideas of Nature are 

impeding ecology and that what we need is an “ecology without a concept of the 

natural.”183 While the two poles of environmental aesthetics are still organized 

around a largely dualistic view of Nature being separate to Culture, Morton, suggests 

that we do away with the concept completely. For Morton, the concept of Nature 

alludes to the existence of some Arcadian state, which has never existed. In the place 

of Nature, Morton introduces the concept of the mesh, a new way of conceptualizing 

the interconnectedness of all things, human and non-human, sentient or not, man-

made or otherwise.184 In the mesh, everything is interconnected in the process of 

world-making, and can therefore be explored in relation to one another in infinite 

and strange ways. Morton therefore identifies the mesh as being full of Strange 

Strangers, which encompasses everything (humans, rodents, bacteria, plastic bags, 

climate change etc.). Strangers because we may not yet know how we are 

interconnected; Strange because the more the connections are studied, the deeper 

and more profound they become. As Morton says, “The more you know about 

something, the stranger it grows.”185  

 

To accompany these new ecological concepts through which we can conceive the 

interconnectedness of world, Morton presents the aesthetic dimension of ecological 

thinking, which he calls Dark Ecology. For Morton:  

                                                
182	Ibid.	
183	Morton,	Ecology	without	Nature:	Rethinking	Environmental	Aesthetics.	Pg.	24	
184	The	Ecological	Thought.	Kl.	375	
185	Ibid.	Kl	240	



	

 143 

 

The Ecological thought, the thinking of interconnectedness, has a dark side 

embodied not in a hippie aesthetic of life over death, or a sadistic-sentimental 

Bambification of sentient beings, but in a “goth” assertion of the contingent and 

necessarily queer idea that we want to stay with a dying world. 

 

Dark ecology takes the form of the noir film, where the narrator of the crime story, 

(humans thinking we can “save” something called “the world” which is somewhere 

“out there”), realizes that they are in fact implicated in the very crime they are 

narrating (our realization that we are enmeshed in the unfolding destruction of the 

very world are trying to save). Furthermore, dark ecology acknowledges the 

centrality of the subject/object dualism impeding ecological thinking. In the absence 

of any clear path beyond this dualism, dark ecology dives deeper into the problem 

using the concept of the strange stranger and the mesh to revel in the mysterious 

miasma of entanglement, discovering the way each subject is implicated and tied to 

every other subject, thus corroding the division from within. 

 

English/Australian artist John Wolseley is perhaps one of the greatest examples of an 

artistic practice occupying the space between the two poles of cognitive and non-

cognitive, while also embodying similar values to dark ecology and ecological 

stewardship. Since relocating to Australia from England in the 1970’s, John 

Wolseley has become one of the artists leading the charge for a new, post-colonial 

vision in response to Australian land. Wolseley says “I genuinely feel that the land 

here has not really been painted yet – except by some singular artists and, of course, 

Aboriginal ones, and this is because we’ve imposed European or other foreign 

models on something most peculiarly different.”186 Wolseley has spent his career in 

Australia developing new approaches to landscape that incorporate multiple aspects 

of engagement and representation beyond traditional European aesthetics. Rather 

than engaging in the representation of picturesque vistas, Wolseley often composes 

multiple vignettes of the same area or location on a single canvas to create a 

narrative of visual exploration. Furthermore, Wolseley’s work often engages with 

environments not normally represented in the European aesthetic traditions, such as 

                                                
186	Sasha	Grishin,	John	Wolseley	-	Land	Marks	Iii	(Australia:	Thames	&	Hudson,	2015).	Pg.	9	
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swamplands, waterways, deserts etc. As well as exploring the intricacies of the 

often-neglected beings who occupy such places.  

 

Wolseley’s artistic style includes traditional aspects of botanical and natural history 

illustration, topographic views, geological studies, and cartography to illustrate the 

multi-dimensionality of environments. He incorporates non-traditional approaches as 

well, using materials like mud, ochre, and ash, or other forms of natural pigment. 

Along with the traditional pencils and brushes, he also uses feathers, leaves, 

branches, even the occasional pelican, to make marks. He will also often invite (or 

facilitate) the participation of living creatures and the environmental elements to 

participate in the creation of a work. These material strategies communicate an 

engagement between the artist and the vibrant spaces being studied that is 

reminiscent of both Leopold’s land ethic and Morton’s Dark Ecology. Through a 

unique artistic approach incorporating knowledge, observation and direct experience 

(thus a combination of cognitive and non-cognitive forms of appreciation), Wolseley 

gives artistic form to these ecological concepts. 

 

 
Fig. 71: John Wolseley, Murray-Sunset refugia with 14 ventifacts, 2008–10. Carbonized wood, 
watercolour and graphite on 15 sheets of paper, 120 x 232cm  
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Wolseley describes himself as a romantic wanderer and an amateur naturalist, 

scientist, geologist and botanist. His methodology combines deep engagement with 

place, often spending weeks or months exploring a single area, species or process; as 

well as an empirical approach to the observation and detailed recording/rendering of 

different subjects. Wolseley’s method of engagement and collaboration is 

demonstrated in the great tree drawings included above, Murray-Sunset refugia with 

14 ventifacts (Fig. 71), which featured in his exhibition Heartlands and Headwaters 

(2015)187. Wolseley describes this series as:  

 
My attempt to look at this question from the point of view of someone who draws as 

a way of thinking. This work is a kind of extended conversation in graphic form 

about how much the artist imposes ideas on the landscape and how much the artist is 

a vehicle through which nature reveals itself on that paper… Many of the systems of 

drawing you will find on this wall are my efforts to find ways to collaborate with 

nature and to [sic] and receive and listen. I want to narrow the gap between me and 

the natural forms I am drawing. I feel that is one of the things art can do – a kind of 

connecting, a kind of mending. 188 

 

Wolseley seeks to reduce the distance between cognitive understanding and haptic 

engagement. In the above example, Wolseley let loose heavy drawing paper into 

areas of burnt scrub, leaving them to evolve and gather marks as they move through 

the space at the mercy of the wind, earth and rain. After collecting the papers, which 

had taken an almost sculptural form, added his own marks to compliment the chance 

illustrations of the trees and incorporated the pages into larger pieces, installations or 

bricolage. 

 
Fig. 72: John Wolseley, Cycles of fire and water – Lake Tyrrell, Victoria, 2011–12. Watercolour, 
charcoal and graphite on paper 150 x 600cm 

                                                
187	Cathy	Leahy,	John	Wolseley:	Heartlands	and	Headwaters	(National	Gallery	of	Victoria	2015).	
188	John	Wolseley,	"Heartlands	and	Headwaters,"		

http://johnwolseley.net/exhibitions/john-wolseley-heartlands-and-headwaters.	
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As can be seen in Cycles of fire and water – Lake Tyrrell, Victoria (Fig 72) and 

History of the Whipstick Forest with ephemeral swamps and gold bearing reefs (Fig 

73), works bearing marks and traces created by the environment through natural 

processes are combined with others containing detailed illustrations, written notes on 

observations, as well as a host of other modified means of image making such as 

printmaking, watercolours, rubbings, staining with natural pigments. Through this 

multi-process and dynamic approach, Wolseley’s individual works and combined 

installations demonstrate an openness to collaboration and an understanding and 

appreciation of land as a complex assembly of human and non-human interactions, 

histories and processes. 

 
Fig. 73: John Wolseley, History of the Whipstick Forest with ephemeral swamps and gold bearing 
reefs, 2011. Watercolour, charcoal and graphite on paper 234 x 287cm 
 

While exploring the complexities of Wolseley’s process, Sasha Grishin adopts two 

concepts that share parallels with ecological thinking and dark ecology; the first is 

James Lovelock’s Gaia hypothesis, which suggests that the entire planet is a self-

regulating organism, where the geochemical make-up of the planet is in a constant 

reciprocal state of exchange with all living organisms to prolong the mutual 
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existence not of any individual species, but life of the whole system itself. A 

planetary process of homoeostasis. 189 The second is Jakob von Uexküll’s concept of 

umwelt, which in German translates directly to environment but has a broader 

interpretation of ‘subjective universe’ or ‘subjective realities’.190 Uexküll’s concept 

shares parallels with the expanded notions of time, self and species promoted 

through ecological thinking and dark ecology, suggesting that every living organism 

exists in a subjective universe or ‘life-world’ created when more than one umwelt 

interact.191 Wolseley’s work engages with both Lovelock’s concept of Gaia and 

Uexküll’s concept of umwelt by exploring specific entities, such as birds, a certain 

river, algae or rock formation, in such detail that one may begin to grasp its reality 

and independent agency, while also situating this knowledge within a larger, often 

generative or emergent visual field (created through collaboration), thus alluding 

through artistic form to the ongoing interaction of multiple subjective realities at any 

one time.  

 
 

Cameraless Photography in Australia  
 
While Wolseley’s diverse approach to ecological awareness has been widely 

influential, there is an equally open and ecologically informed approach reflected in 

the practice of many contemporary Australian photographers. I situate my own 

practice in the company of Renata Buziak, Christel Berg and Harry Nankin, each of 

whom have employed cameraless photography informed by ecological, feminist and 

post-humanist theory to counter our contemporary culture of consumption and 

anxiety. Their unique approaches critique anthropocentricism, dualism and the blind 

domination/exploitation of the earth’s finite resources and non-human communities. 

 

Renata Buziak’s unique Biochrome process is located somewhere between botanical 

photography, amateur science experiment, and arbiter of cultural knowledge. 

Buziak’s process incorporates analogue and digital processes, as well as a strong 

                                                
189	J.	Lovelock,	Gaia:A	New	Look	at	Life	on	Earth:	A	New	Look	at	Life	on	Earth	(OUP	Oxford,	2000).	KL.	431	
190	Grishin.	Pg.	203		
191	Ibid.	
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reliance on collaboration and community engagement; placing the work firmly 

within the realm of post-photographic practice.  

 

A biochrome is created by selecting an organic specimen, placing it on a support 

medium of photographic paper and storing it in the appropriate environmental 

conditions to support the cycles of decay, rot and regeneration. When the artist 

deems the process complete, the resulting objects are a rich record of the bacteria, 

the decomposition of organic matter and the blooming of new biotic communities; 

each of which shows its agency through the marks left on the support medium.  

 

 
Fig. 74: Renata Buziak, Leptospermum Juniperinum…Insect Repellent, 2015. Archival print on 
paper, 114 x 90cm  
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Each stage of Buziak’s process could be said to expand on both the cognitive and the 

non-cognitive understanding and appreciation of nature. The cognitive appreciation 

of nature is evoked through Buziak’s ability to establish and maintain a suitable 

environment for bacteria to thrive, while the non-cognitive approach is 

communicated through an openness to bacterial agency. Buziak alludes to this dual 

consideration:  

 
My collaboration with organic processes in image-making aims to bring to the 

audience’s attention the interconnection of all living organisms (including humans), 

microbes’ significance in the universe, their transformative power in the cycle of 

life; in other words, a biocentric view of habitats. I aim to encourage a deeper 

appreciation of and relationships with natural systems without claiming that the 

works represent or explain the science.192  

 

Buziak’s choice to follow the traditions of botanical illustration, using the Latin 

names in the naming of her works further highlights the link to the empirical study of 

nature. However, Buziak also includes a brief description of the role each specimen 

played in traditional healing, informed by bio-regionally and culturally specific 

Indigenous knowledge. In doing so, Buziak evokes Saito’s idea that local, cultural 

and creative knowledge is of equal importance to aesthetic appreciation.193  

 

While the original biochrome is a unique object infused with the material trace of 

multiple agencies, Buziak does not see a need to totally remove the role of the artist 

in exercising aesthetic control over the final work. Buziak selects only certain 

biochromes to be photographed or scanned to create a digital photographic 

equivalent which can be enhanced, enlarged and reproduced. Works such as 

Leptosspermum Juniperinum… Insect Repellent (Fig. 74) demonstrate Buziak’s 

aesthetic choices, which typically focus on strong colour and texture, while still 

communicating clear visual evidence of the original botanical specimen. It is 

Buziak’s intention to attract her audience through these conventional notions of 

aesthetic beauty, while simultaneously being confronted with the existence of life 

and non-human agency in new ways. For Buziak: 

                                                
192	Renata	Buziak,	"Biochromes:	Perceptions	of	Australian	Medicinal	Plants	through	Experimental	Photography."	Griffith	
University	2016.	Pg.	56	
193	Saito.	Pg.	162	
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Art can bring the frightening concepts of death and decay into the realm of beauty, 

an interesting tension that, through the processes of the unpleasant, can symbolise 

renewal. In its decaying stages, a plant takes on a different life again. Through my 

artwork, I introduce that which does not typically belong to the realm of beauty. In a 

sense, by elevating this usually ignored, if not actively avoided, material, the 

strategy I use draws audiences closer to this transformation of the ugly, of the 

decomposing. I ask my audiences to engage in the works; at a number of 

exhibitions, people called the images paintings of an otherwise ostracised, degraded 

idea of decomposition.194 

 
 
While Buziak explores cameraless photography as a means of subverting the 

aesthetics of beauty, Christl Berg employs large scale photograms to explore the idea 

of being in time and place. Berg is concerned with expanding the indexical trace 

photography to communicate “the experience of an intimate reciprocal relationship 

with a natural environment.”195 Working directly with the environment, without the 

problematic mediation of any monocular imaging devices, Berg attempts to use 

photography to “transfer to two dimensional surfaces experience, which is based on 

my bodily presence and a range of sensory perceptions in the landscape or rather, 

parts of land on Maria Island.”196 

 

 
Fig. 75: Christl Berg, Remnants, 2000. Silver gelatin print, 448.3 x 103.5cm. National Gallery of 
Victoria, Melbourne 
 
 
Throughout her practice, Berg adopts a post-photographic approach to imaging by 

combining digital scans of objects, which she calls Finds (Fig. 76), with large scale 

photogram compositions like Remnants (Fig. 75). Berg uses the indexicality of the 

digital scanner to establish a taxonomy of Maria Island, while the large scale 

                                                
194	Buziak.	Pg.	104	
195	Christl	Berg,	“Tracings	-	a	Photographic	Investigation	into	Being	in	the	Land”	(University	of	Tasmania,	2003).	Pg.	8	
196	Ibid.	Pg.	8	
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photograms suggest an intimate engagement with the island, communicated through 

the materiality and tactile nature of the silver gelatine photogram process. The sheer 

scales of her photograms invite the viewer to recreate the act of moving through a 

space in a manner reminiscent of Berg’s own walks,197 while the intricate detail of 

Finds (Fig. 76) evoke a sense of delicacy, fragility, and sombreness associated with 

the artist’s own cognitive observations. Although the distance between the object 

and the material trace have been greatly reduced by the cameraless approach, the 

verisimilitude achieved through the digital scans, combined with taxonomic 

installation of the Finds, problematically renders these environments as static, frozen 

and somewhat lifeless.  

 

 
Fig. 76: Christl Berg, Finds (installation view), 2004. Digital prints in various sizes. Arts in Public 
Buildings. http://www.australianphotographers.org/artists/christl-berg/photos#169 
Australian photographer Harry Nankin avoids this appearance of lifelessness by 

employing additional process steps, as well as a greater openness to the agency of 

the subject participating in the creation of their own likeness. Nankin’s practice has 

been very influential towards my own research in cameraless photography, 

particularly through developing what he has called a speculative ecological gaze.198 

Nankin’s practice is a layered dialogue between site, species, artist and environment, 

using cameraless photography as a means of collapsing the space that separates each.  

 

                                                
197	ibid.	Pg.	73	
198	Harry	Nankin,	"Gathering	Shadows:	Landscape,	Photography	and	the	Ecological	Gaze"	

(RMIT	University,	2015).	
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Discussing the works from I, TERRA, THOU (Fig. 77, 78), Nankin states that he 

adopted the direct imaging process of the shadowgram as a means of “bypassing the 

nature-objectifying conventions of landscape photography by reducing the emotional 

and kinetic distance between emulsion (the imaging material), artist (me) and 

ecosystem (the location).”199 Shadowgram images are created on-site by exposing 

photo-sensitive materials to the subjects/locations at night via a combination of 

ambient moon/star light, electronic flash or other artificial light sources such as a 

torch. Nankin has employed this approach in several different environments 

throughout Australia, both outdoors and indoors, ranging from the Mallee Country 

Victoria to the collection rooms of the Melbourne Museum. Using cameraless 

technology combined with digital scanning, editing and printing, Nankin has 

stretched the representational and semiotic limits of both chemical and digital 

photographic processes through various methods of exposure, collage and 

installation. 

 

 
Fig. 77: Harry Nankin, I TERRA THOU/NOTHOFAGUS GUNNI (CRADLE MOUNTAIN), 1993. 
Toned gelatin silver fibre paper shadowgram on rag paper. 106.5 x 344.3cm 
 

 
Fig. 78: Harry Nankin, I TERRA THOU/ATHEOSPERMA MOSCHATUM (MOUNT FIELD), 1993. 
Toned gelatin silver fibre paper shadowgram on rag paper. 106.5 x 344.3cm 
 

                                                
199	"Statement	-	I,	Terra,	Thou,"		http://harrynankin.com/artwork/i-terra-thou/#.	
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In the CONTACT series (Fig 79, 80), Nankin created a series of shadowgrams onsite 

in the Meringur Flora and Fauna Reserve, a relic bioregion of Victorian Mallee area. 

Original negative prints were juxtaposed with positives printed from combined 

negatives in a studio after the initial exposures. Nankin adds further layers of 

interpretation or knowledge through inscribing hand written text taken from varying 

sources (ecological texts, local headstones, historical literature about the area). The 

resulting images present an account like Wolseley’s compositions, with multiple 

levels of experience expressed through the indexical traces of various species, human 

and non-human, within the same visual space. 

 

Fig. 79: Harry Nankin, Contact/Quadrat 1 (THE NIGHT OF JANUARY 9), 2003. Hand inscribed, toned 
gelatin silver film shadowgram in mylar envelope. Film 74 x 199cm 
 

 
Fig. 80: Harry Nankin, Contact/TRANSCRIPTION 2, 2004. Four toned gelatin silver film 
shadowgrams overlaid in a mylar envelope. Each film 75 x 200cm 
 

Employing both the cognitive accounts of a site in the form of written text with the 

experiential traces of animal remains and living flora, a sense of dark ecology is 

evoked as the relations between the text, traces and artist’s intentions intermingle. 

Nankin suggests that the combination of these various visual traces and the life-sized 
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scale alludes to the presence of the Meringur itself200, suggesting an embodied 

environmental aesthetic not dissimilar to Leopold’s land ethic or Lovelock’s Gaia. 

 

In the recent work Moth Liturgy (Fig 81, 82), Nankin employs the hybridization of 

analogue shadowgrams and digital editing software/printing to present larger than 

life traces of Bogon Moths. Nankin employs the shadowgram process to evocatively 

explore the presence of the moth’s umwelt, while also highlighting the enduring 

abjection of insects/invertebrates as a metaphor for the hierarchal bias towards other 

species.201 By enlarging the traces to an extraordinary size, the presence of the 

otherwise overlooked agency of the Bogon moth is emphasized, so too is their 

imminent disappearance, evoked through the loss and melancholy so often 

associated with the photographic processes.  

 

 
Fig. 81: Harry Nankin, Moth Liturgy 1, 2016. Pigment print on archival rag paper. 51 x 187cm 

 
Fig. 82: Harry Nankin Moth Liturgy 2, 2016. Pigment print on archival rag paper. 51 x 187cm 

 

These artists are representative of a wider trend in Australia towards cameraless 

photography, which has made a significant resurgence in recent years. This is not a 

trend limited to Australian practice, as is evident in a string of large scale 

exhibition/publications from prominent institutions in recent years, including: 

                                                
200	"Contact,	2003-04,"		http://harrynankin.com/artwork/contact/.	
201	"Gathering	Shadows:	Landscape,	Photography	and	the	Ecological	Gaze."	
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Shadow Catchers – Camera-less Photography (2010-2012), at the Victoria and 

Albert Museum, London; Light Paper Process : Reinventing Photography (2015) at 

J. Paul Getty Museum at the Getty Centre in Los Angeles; Emanations: The Art of 

The Cameraless Photograph (2016), at The Govett-Brewster Art Gallery, New 

Plymouth, New Zealand and New Matter- Recent Forms of photography (2016) at 

The Art Gallery of New South Wales, Sydney.  

 

There are a variety of speculative accounts of why there is a renewed interest in 

cameraless photography. Virginia Heckert, curator of Light, Paper, Process (2015) 

sees it as a return to the fundamental and material characteristics of photography 

which have not yet been fully explored and should not be abandoned with the rise of 

the ubiquitous digital image, which is characterized by dematerialization, speed and 

flexibility.202 Heckert focuses her curatorial effort on a selection of artists who are 

employing post-photographic strategies to strengthen the ties between the image and 

the photographic process. Heckert cites artists Lisa Oppenheim and Matthew Brandt 

as two artists expanding on the reciprocal relationship between two fields of 

indexical representation, the photographic and the physical.203  

 

For Geoffrey Batchen, cameraless photography has always been a subversive 

political exercise. He draws together a diverse range of cameraless images, grouped 

loosely around periods of great social, political or cultural upheaval. He begins with 

the earliest cameraless studies of botany and chemistry, spawned by the scientific 

advancements at the tail end of the Enlightenment. This is followed by significant 

scientific and technological developments, typified in the earliest x-ray images. Then 

comes the cycles of revolution and renewal, destruction and despair in the 

tumultuous period bookended by two world wars. Moving towards the present and 

beyond, Batchen’s commitment to the revolutionary intentions of cameraless 

photography is clear. This is typified in his belief that to abandon the camera in 

favour of something more direct, is to also “reject humanist perspective, rationalized 

space, three-dimensional illusion, documentary truth and temporal fixity.” 204  

 

                                                
202	Virginia	Heckert,	Light,	Paper,	Process:	Reinventing	Photography	(J.	Paul	Getty	Museum,	2015).	
203	Ibid	
204	Batchen,	Emanations:	The	Art	of	the	Cameraless	Photograph.	Pg.	47	
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Perhaps then the current trends of post-photographic practice, the focus on 

materiality and the renewed interest in cameraless processes is best summarised by 

Martin Barnes, senior curator of photography at the Victoria and Albert Museum, 

London and curator/author of Shadow Catchers (2012). Quite simply, Barnes 

believes that cameraless photography highlights “a more accountable, personal, 

psychological or spiritual consciousness as the imperative requirement of our 

time.”205  

 

It appears clear that artists turn to cameraless processes at times of upheaval, when 

the previous ways no longer meet the needs or wants of the future. The cameraless 

photographers explored above represent the avant-garde of contemporary society; 

artists who have been working on the peripheries and are now entering the 

mainstream of the post-photographic moment. This practice rejects the cultural 

values of consumption and soothes the anxiety of isolation by opening and exploring 

new channels for dialogue.  It explores new ways of thinking informed by the 

ecologically open, technologically diverse and ethically motivated theories woven 

throughout this paper. These are the values of the emergent culture of stewardship. I 

believe this growing field of practice within contemporary post-photography is a 

sign that artists are already using ecological thinking to imagine new values that 

could one day become the status quo for a culture of stewardship that is yet to fully 

emerge.  

 

Reflecting on these artist’s work’s, the difficulty to conceptualize the world without 

a concept of nature becomes clear. However, attempting to expand one’s 

understanding of the environment by acknowledging and imagining the presence of 

more than one subjective reality proves to be an area full of artistic potential. 

Exploring this through my own practice has led to a critical presence and awareness 

that has significantly altered my perception of my surroundings and attitudes towards 

all manner of beings. Reflecting darkly on my choices and the interconnectedness 

between certain actions and the consequences on another being has certainly 

provided a sense of entanglement that was not present before. The following section 

will explore the development of my own approach to cameraless photography for 

                                                
205	Martin	Barnes,	Shadow	Catchers:	Camera-Less	Photography	(Merrell,	2012).	
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ecological stewardship by tracing the developments in my practice from the early 

lumen prints through to my final creative outcomes and exhibitions. 
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SECTION FOUR | Reciprocity: Lumen prints and the 
Practice of Ecological Stewardship 
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Working to overcome the enduring nature/culture dualism by thinking ecologically 

has created a space in which the interplay between artist, materials, subject and 

environmental factors are inherently open. Throughout this section I will explore the 

process of redirecting my practice away from the seemingly hardwired habits of 

anthropocentric dualism and European aesthetic traditions through the cameraless 

process of lumen printing.  

 

There are some key differences that distinguish lumen printing from the cameraless 

processes adopted by the artists I discussed in the previous section. Although each 

artist can be said to embody the values of ecological stewardship, I believe that 

lumen printing strikes an ideal balance between ethical engagement, indexical 

capabilities and affective qualities. The lumen print process embodies the open and 

necessarily plural approach to ecological stewardship through creative practice, and 

has the potential to yield significant new knowledge in this field. 

 

The final exhibition outcome from this project, Reciprocity (2017), is the 

culmination of two years testing and exploring this potential through various 

methods of chance, control, and collaboration. Informed by the sticky entanglement 

of dark ecology, my practice now moves freely between cognitive and the non-

cognitive positions of aesthetic appreciation to explore new ways the lumen print 

process can embody this enlarged understanding of the world, so that one can learn 

mindfulness and practice stewardship from within.  

 

 

Lumen Print: Origins  
 

Lumen printing references the oldest and most elemental of photographic processes, 

governed entirely by the photochemical reaction triggered through the absence and 

presence of light. The earliest account of this process is outlined by William Henry 

Fox Talbot in relation to Plate VII. Leaf of a Plant in The Pencil of Nature (Fig. 83). 

 
A leaf of a plant, or any similar object which is thin and delicate, is laid flat upon a 

sheet of prepared paper which is moderately sensitive. It is then covered with a 

glass, which is pressed down tight upon it by means of screws. This done, it is 
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placed in the sunshine for a few minutes, until the exposed parts of the paper have 

turned dark brown or nearly black. It is then removed into a shady place, and when 

the leaf is taken up, it is found to have left its impression or picture on the paper. 

This image is of a pale brown tint if the leaf is semi-transparent, or it is quite white 

if the leaf is opaque. The leaves of plants thus represented in white upon a dark 

background, make very pleasing pictures, and I shall probably introduce a few 

specimens of them in the sequel of this work: but the present plate shews one 

pictured in the contrary manner, viz. dark upon a white ground: or, speaking in the 

language of photography, it is a positive and not a negative image of it. The change 

is accomplished by simply repeating the first process. For, that process, as above 

described, gives a white image on a darkened sheet of paper: this sheet is then taken 

and washed with a fixing liquid to destroy the sensibility of the paper and fix the 

image on it.206 
 

 
Fig. 83: William Henry Fox Talbot. PLATE VII. LEAF OF A PLANT from The Pencil of Nature, 
1844 

                                                
206	William	Henry	Fox	Talbot,	The	Pencil	of	Nature	(London:	Longman,	Brown,	Green	and	Longmans,	1844).	Pg.	28	
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While Plate VII is positive produced from a negative, Wrack (Fig. 84) is an example 

of the original image achieved through the printing process, which Talbot referred to 

as “pleasing pictures.” Except for developments in paper, sizing and chemistry, the 

contemporary approach to lumen printing remains relatively unchanged. Any 

modifications that contemporary practitioners have employed are simply variations 

or experiments on the material limits of this basic process.  

 

 
Fig. 84: William Henry Fox Talbot. Wrack, 1839. Photogenic drawing, 22 x17.5cm (irregularly 
trimmed). The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York 
 

The term lumen printing was coined by American artist and activist Jerry Burchfield 

(1948 – 2009), to describe his unique approach to image making. Motivated by 

Edward Weston’s interest in ‘the thing itself’, Burchfield took the photogram 

process normally confined to the darkroom out into the world. Rather than producing 

an image of the subject, Burchfield wanted to produce an image “directly with the 
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subject” 207 in order to “capture both its inner and its outer character.”208 In the 

1980’s, this practice expanded to the use of unexposed photographic paper being 

included in performances and installations, where the “kinetic characteristic brought 

to the work both physical and metaphorical change.” 209 Although he does not 

elaborate on his use of the term, Lumens (lm) are the scientific unit for measuring 

the quantity of visible light. I assume the term was chosen in relation to the long 

exposure times necessary to create a lumen print. Furthermore, I suspect that 

Burchfield’s reason for titling his works Unique lumen prints, rather than following 

the established photographic traditions of including the medium details and calling 

them Lumen print on gelatin silver paper, was to maintain a focus on the process 

itself. A unique lumen print is an object born out of the direct, chaotic, and 

collaborative exchange between the artist, the subject, and the photographic medium. 

These circumstances are unique for every print, a point of central importance to 

Burchfield. Calling them Lumen prints on Gelatin Silver implies a sense of order and 

control, alluding to the previsualisation that defined most American landscape 

photography in the 20th century. Burchfield’s intentions would have been to maintain 

a clear distance from these traditions. 

 

In 1998, Burchfield began working on a project in the Amazon rain forest of Brazil 

with the dual purpose of celebrating the beauty and diversity in nature while also 

drawing attention to the impacts of global deforestation and the loss of biodiversity 

(Fig. 85, 86, 87).210 Following the tradition of Talbot and Atkins, Burchfield chose to 

use cameraless processes to focus on the botanical features of the region. For 

Burchfield: 

 
I decided that cameraless images would retain the character of the plants while 

conveying a fossil-like feeling that alluded to the loss occurring in wilderness 

environments everywhere. Images like this would present the beauty of nature in a 

somewhat decorative manner – the role to which nature is so often relegated – while 

preserving the essential rawness that makes nature so compelling to me. 211 

 

                                                
207	Jerry	Burchfield,	Understory:	Lumen	Prints	of	Florida	Flora	(California:	Laguna	Wilderness	Press,	2008).	Pg.	10	
208	Ibid.		
209	Ibid.		
210	Ibid.	
211	Ibid.	Pg.	11	



	

 163 

In describing his process, Burchfield says: 

 
I work outdoors, not in a darkroom, using extended sunlight exposures to create 

color images of Amazon flora directly on black-and-white photographic paper. An 

image of this kind is formed by placing the object on the light sensitive paper, 

exposing it to light for several hours, and then chemically halting or fixing the 

images. The resulting print radiates an array of colors that is surprising in range. I 

call these one-of-a-kind photograms  Lumen Prints, and I find that they capture the 

physical essence of the plant specimens and evoke a sense of beauty, loss, and 

memory.212 

 

 
Fig. 85: Jerry Burchfield, Passiflora quadringlandulosa, Passion Flower. Unique lumen Print 
20.3 x 25.4cm 
 
Fig. 86: Jerry Burchfield, Ficus maxima. Unique lumen Print, 20.3 x 25.4cm 
 

                                                
212	Ibid.		
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Fig. 87: Jerry Burchfield, United, 2002. Lumen Print, 20.3 x 25.4cm 

 

The colour and tonal variations achieved in Burchfield’s images depend on the 

combined effect of the exposure time, age, quality and type of paper, as well as 

variations in temperature, humidity, moisture, the chemical structures of the organic 

matter, and an infinitely variable combination of other environmental and chance 

factors throughout each image’s exposure. The original exposure is the most tonally 

dynamic, however this image remains light sensitive and is not permanent. Fixing in 

a traditional solution will make the image more archival, however there is a 

reduction in the image’s vibrancy and contrast. Toning in various silver gelatin 

toning baths will also yield unique effects.  

 

In the introductory essay to Burchfield’s Primal Images, Director of the Californian 

Museum of Photography Jonathon Green, contextualizes Burchfield’s Amazon 



	

 165 

lumen prints as an alternative voice emerging from sidelines of photographic 

monocultures. Burchfield’s work joins the host of photographers seeking new 

directions in the wake of cultural (and technological) transition as part of a “constant 

subtext and alternative aesthetic to mainstream production”.213 Green’s assessment 

supports my earlier hypothesis; that at times of significant social turbulence, 

cameraless photography is explored as a rewarding alternative to the status quo and 

is often associated with changing values.  

 

Green provides an account of the richness and variability of interpreting cameraless 

processes by outlining multiple possible readings of Burchfield’s work; each of them 

seeming to circle around the premise of an ecologically aware and mindful context. 

For Green, Burchfield’s return to “natural process” can be read as an extension of the 

long traditions of botanical study spanning both the arts and sciences214; or as a 

nostalgic and romantic return to the photo-secessionist belief in the “ephemeral 

quality of light and the eternal beauty of the forest.”215 The lumen prints could also 

be read as a modern day equivalent; transforming natural objects/processes into 

“enduring, highly charged emotional symbols.” 216  

 

In lieu of a firm historical precedent, Green also explores lumen prints as a 

mediation on the photographic process, itself a naturally occurring phenomenon 

capable of creating “significant, unanticipated forms and meanings”.217 For Green: 

 
Burchfield’s lumen prints are predicated on chance operations, indeterminacy, and 

the anarchy of sun, wind, and weather. His procedures naturally dispense with the 

indexical notion of the photograph as a document and substitute instead a generative 

process of uncontrollable transformation. In the lumen prints rather than 

previsualization – which defines most of pictorialism, documentary and American 

large-format landscape photography – we have the accident, the gamble, the 

unexpected. This belief in the agency of chance and the uncontrollable visual 

discoveries of the photographic process derives both from the metaphorical 

                                                
213	Jonathan	Green,	"Beyond	the	Importance	of	Objects,"	in	Primal	Images	(Califorinia	Laguna	Wilderness	Press,		

2002).	Pg.	xv	
214	Ibid.	Pg.	xiv	
215	Green.	Pg.	xiii	
216	Ibid.	Pg.	xv	
217	Ibid.	Pg.	xv	
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photographers and from a third history that underwrites Burchfield’s Amazon work: 

experimental work in alternative process and cameraless images.218 

 

It is this third history that I am interested in, for it is from this history that the most 

poignant ecological account of lumen printing can be drawn. Green touches on this 

potential by identifying that Burchfield’s approach differs significantly from 

aesthetic traditions from the past. Rather than conquering the subject by extracting 

its images through technological and pictorial means, thus reaffirming the human 

mastery of nature, Green suggests that Burchfield’s lumen printing demonstrates a 

willingness to engage in natural process. “While they do not preach, have no overt 

polemic nor are even factually accurate, their redeeming grace is that they have 

allowed air, sunlight, rain and decay to recover the spirit of the place.”219 

 

I do not share Green’s final assessment. I argue that Burchfield’s lumen prints do 

have an overt point and are, in some way, factually accurate. That they allow the 

interplay of artist and natural process to convey the spirit of the place is not their 

redeeming grace; it is evidence of a powerful and political dialogue that has taken 

place in an act of reciprocity between members of an enlarged ecological 

community.  

 

I believe that through lumen printing, Burchfield was developing a pathway to 

ecological study and engagement which if realized, could have led to an increased 

ecological awareness and perhaps in time, stewardship. This is evidenced through his 

work and intentions stated in Understory (2008). In his own words: 

 

My work is about change and the relationship between humankind and nature. It is 

also about natural process. Exploitation has been the primary characteristic of the 

interaction between mankind and nature for centuries. Today, technology has made 

direct experience of nature inaccessible for many people. We experience nature 

more through photographs, electronic images, and simulations. Our firsthand 

interaction is often nothing more than using it for its decorative purposes. 

Fortunately, the tide seems to be turning, and more people have begun to recognize 

the importance of ‘real’ experiences with nature and natural processes. I hope that, 

                                                
218	Ibid.	Pg.	xv	
219	Green.	Pg.	xvi	
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in some small way, my work will contribute to this reawakening. It is essential for 

the survival of future generations that we learn to nurture the earth and respect the 

natural order of life on our planet.220 

 

This is a desire that I share. Burchfield’s work in Primal Images and Understory 

established a solid foundation of what I believe is a powerful tool for the sharing of 

ecological knowledge through direct engagement and shared experience. 

Burchfield’s career was defined by large-scale, ecologically and community-minded 

art projects for social activism.221Unfortunately, due to Burchfield’s passing in 2009, 

his practice exploring lumen printing towards such goals was cut short. The 

community focus and direct engagement methods of Burchfield’s practice has led to 

his work, and indeed the very process of lumen printing, to go relatively unnoticed 

by the recent widespread institutional interest in cameraless processes. Through my 

research and experiments in lumen printing, I hope to change this. 

 

Burchfield’s practice, motivation and vision mirrors my own, and has a great deal in 

common with much of the post-photographic practice and ecocriticism that I have 

explored throughout the course of this research. By combining the concepts of dark 

ecology and ecological thinking with the practice of lumen printing, I have continued 

exploring an ecologically interconnected understanding of the earth’s processes and, 

through cameraless photography, hope to demonstrate how the values of ecological 

stewardship can be learned and practiced throughout all aspects of one’s life. In 

doing so, I hope that I have continued developing Burchfield’s process and, in some 

small way, honoured the legacy of his work towards a more ecologically awakened 

future.  

 

Lumen Printing: Lessons in Control and Chance 
 

The Greywater series (Fig. 88), discussed in Section Two, was a chance introduction 

to the potential of cameraless photography. The interplay of environmental and 

material factors led to the creation of a dynamic sequence of images that became the 

                                                
220	Burchfield.	Pg.	16	
221	See	The	Laguna	Canyon	Project,	(1980	–	2010)	

https://www.kcet.org/shows/artbound/the-laguna-canyon-project-the-continuous-document		
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catalyst for an enduring (and ongoing) exploration of the multiple ways that lumen 

printing can lend itself to the values of ecological stewardship.  

 

 
Fig. 88: James Farley, Greywater Series, 2015. 5 unique lumen prints, 50.8 x 61cm. Installed in 
Traces of Light and Shadow, Wagga Wagga Art Gallery, 2016. Photo: James Farley 
 

The packet of 20 x 24 inch Ilford silver gelatin paper used for the Greywater series 

was gifted to me from a colleague, after it had been collected from a flooded studio 

in the North Wagga Wagga floods of 2012. The material life of this silver gelatin 

paper, having travelled from a Riverina floodplain to a desert town famous for its 

natural silver deposits, which was also facing a critical water shortage, informed the 

poetic narrative associated with this body of work.  

 

Although I was confronted with the ecological implications of using a photographic 

medium embedded in the extraction, refinement and consumption of precious metals 

(silver halides), I felt that using reclaimed materials, or those that would not have a 

life as an image somewhere else, was a suitable compromise. While I try my best to 

work mindfully, there is a constant tension between wanting to practice art in an 

ecologically mindful way and still consuming photographic materials, chemicals, 

electricity, and petrol. This dilemma remains unsolved.  

 

I maintained a critical awareness of the impacts of my practice. The desire to leave 

the lightest possible footprint was a critical aspect of my early lumen printing 

experiments. I scoured eBay, contacted local high-schools and darkroom 

photographers to buy and collect paper that was expired, unwanted or damaged. In 

addition to recycling being a fundamental part of being a conscientious consumer, 

practitioner and environmental steward, the unique possibilities of working with 

such an unpredictable medium were appealing. My initial research revealed that 
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silver gelatin paper which has been in storage for extended periods, is out of date, 

was subjected to temperature fluctuations or has been previously exposed to light, is 

notoriously unpredictable.  

 

Working in this way was profoundly important, as the quantity and qualities of the 

materials available to me dictated the direction and approach to practice. My early 

experiments were carried out on 8 x 10inch paper (20.3 x 25.4 cm), which I received 

in large quantities. As different materials became available, I adjusted my approach 

accordingly. Throughout the project, I explored various sizes, from the very small all 

the way up to 1.2 m x 10 meter rolls. I also experimented with expired and damaged 

large format film (colour and black and white) and a box of 8 x 10 in colour 

darkroom paper.  

 

On the surface, the combined act of using recycled materials, the poetic allusion to 

solar energy (and the origins of all life via photosynthesis), made lumen printing a 

very appealing process. The idea of working within the cultures of consumption and 

anxiety, with materials and processes associated with the culture of production, 

driven by the desire to explore values that may be adopted by a culture of 

stewardship yet to emerge, was equally poetic.  

 

 
Fig. 89: James Farley, Lumen Studies (2015-16), Unique lumen prints, 20.3 x 25.4cm. Installed in 
Traces of Light and Shadow, Wagga Wagga Art Gallery, 2016. Photo: James Farley 
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While the methodology of honouring the materials and only working with what was 

available to me played a vital role shaping a more open and less authoritative 

approach to practice, the more profound lesson of lumen printing was learning to 

appreciate and collaborate with the agency of chance.  

 

Chance is a notoriously difficult concept to pin down, as it has so many variations in 

application and interpretation. In Photography and the Art of Chance (2015), Robin 

Kelsey suggests that both photography and concept of chance rose to prominence in 

the same period; emerging in response to the demystification of the Enlightenment 

and the resulting crisis of meaning.222 For Kelsey:  

 

Secular thought removed the hand of God from ordinary events, while photography 

removed the hand of the artist from pictorial marking. Whether investigating 

phenomena or making pictures, moderns turned to mechanical causes and aggregate 

results. Marked by indifference and prone to chance, photography was a pictorial 

medium tailored to the secular drift of the modern era. 223 

 

Kelsey’s view of the interplay between photography and chance is profoundly 

ecological. It can easily be carried forward to address post-photographic practice and 

the unfolding ecological crisis of today. While “the secular drift of the modern era” 

may have been the crisis that framed the emergence of photography, it is the 

emerging realities of ecological crisis in the Anthropocene that now frames the post-

photographic moment. The collective (although not equally distributed) actions of 

humanity have emerged as the new force re-shaping the world. Although this epoch 

is in its infancy (geologically speaking), it has had devastating ecological 

implications. I have already established how the dominant power structures of the 

Anthropocene spouted a distorted understanding of nature as ‘other’, which has been 

entrenched through enduring aesthetic traditions. Representative photography played 

a role in this by allowing the makers to conceal themselves. If photography is now to 

play a part in addressing this crisis, its role must now be inverted. Rather than 

concealing the hand of the maker, photography and chance must be employed to 

                                                
222	Robin	Kelsey,	Photography	and	the	Art	of	Chance	(Harvard	University	Press,	2015).	Pg.	6	
223	Ibid.	
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reveal, not just the hand, but the myriad ways in which the maker is entangled and 

implicated in the creation and destruction of the world. 

 

My approach to cameraless photography is perfectly suited to this task. As Geoffrey 

Batchen says: 

 

Unmediated by perspectival optics, photography here is something to be looked at 

not through, and to be made, not taken… Placed thus within the inverted commas of 

candid self-reflection, photography is freed from its traditional subservience as a 

realist mode of representation and allowed instead to become a searing index of its 

own operations, to become an art of the real.224 

 

The centrality of chance, paired with the material link between artist, object, subject 

and image perfectly positions cameraless photography to address this goal. As we 

have seen, negotiating the balance between chance and control towards such an end 

has been central to the practice of many cameraless photographers. Renata Buziak’s 

biochrome process is heavily based on this navigation. Buziak establishes the 

controlled environmental conditions in which microorganisms are likely to form, 

then observes the effects of this organic process unfolding through chance. Buziak 

re-establishes her control by deciding that this process has reached a satisfactory 

stage. The original object is then photographed, enhanced and reproduced digitally, 

giving the artist total control over the outcome.  

 

Harry Nankin’s various shadowgrams engage chance on multiple levels through the 

movement of animated environments and variability of each subject’s transparency. 

However, Nankin maintains some control by an artificial light source (a flash) to 

isolate and select the moment of exposure. This relates to the photographic concept 

of the decisive moment, where the intuition or genius of the artist is central to the 

generation of a successful image. Like Buziak, Nankin also often transforms the 

material/photographic traces into digital images, where the artist has total control 

over the outcome.  

 

                                                
224	Batchen,	Emanations:	The	Art	of	the	Cameraless	Photograph.	Pg.	5	
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In a more profound aspect of anthropocentric control, Nankin identifies the ethical 

dilemma of working with living insects throughout Gathering Shadows. Nankin’s 

work depends on the involvement of living insects, however the combined effects of 

the collection, transport, relocation, equipment and “manual herding” necessary to 

create the images led to many of the subjects becoming stressed, injured or dying.225 

Nankin reflects on the combined effect of digital refinement and the death of the 

collaborators as an “inescapable” consequence of the “anthropocentrism of any 

intervention into or visual evocation of the nonhuman world, including the making 

of environmental art.”226  

 

I have worked to minimize this in every aspect of my practice. While I don’t claim 

that my work is without its ethical drawbacks or grey areas, I maintained certain 

guidelines throughout the making of my lumen prints that ensured that my footprint 

was always light. The trade-off for this approach was working with organic plant 

matter such as flowers, found objects or garbage, as opposed to living animals or 

insects etc. However, the non-human community of flora is an equally vibrant and 

rewarding partner to collaborate with when learning to practice ecological thinking 

and stewardship.227 

 

Although only differing from the other artists in this field through slight variations in 

process and approach, I feel that my own practice with lumen printing has forged a 

unique path based on an ongoing negotiation between chance, control and 

collaboration. To me, the photographer exercising total control over the final image, 

either by limiting the agency of other subjects or digitally improving/manipulating 

the original, has missed an opportunity to fully communicate the intricacies of an 

ecological encounter. This issue of mastery relates back to the earlier division 

between the cognitive appreciation of nature and the non-cognitive. Control and 

chance can be equally divided on a spectrum of ecological engagement. 228 

 

                                                
225	Nankin,	"Gathering	Shadows:	Landscape,	Photography	and	the	Ecological	Gaze."	Pg.	70		
226	Ibid.	Pg.	71	
227	Wohlleben,	Peter,	and	Tim	Flannery.	The	Hidden	Life	of	Trees:	What	They	Feel,	How	They	Communicate:	Discoveries	
from	a	Secret	World.	Greystone	Books	Limited,	2016.	
228	Andrew	Brown,	Art	&	Ecology	Now	(Thames	&	Hudson,	2014).	
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Through a series of experiments, I explored the agency of chance and the importance 

of openness by modifying the level of my own involvement to establish the two ends 

of this spectrum. The first included lumen prints made under the same controlled 

traditions of Talbot or Atkins, where a subject was placed under glass to limit 

movement and ensure a good exposure. Some of the outcomes of these experiments 

were exhibited in Traces of Light and Shadow (Fig. 89), with others being developed 

into a large-scale installation piece commissioned by the Wagga Wagga Rural 

Referral Hospital (Fig. 90).  

 

 
Fig. 90: James Farley, Ironbark / Box-Gum Grassy Woodlands, 2016. Digital collage printed as 
wallpaper. Commissioned by the Wagga Wagga Rural Referral Hospital. Photo: James Farley 
 

Although this approach is certainly a departure from the aesthetics of landscape 

photography, it is too reminiscent of detached scientific study and is evocative of the 

object model of aesthetic appreciation, where objects are isolated from their context. 

This approach limits the ability of the lumen print to evoke a sense of engagement or 

dialogue between the multiple agents involved in the image’s creation and therefore 

sits at one end of the spectrum. The other extreme on this scale can be seen in the 

work Collaborations with a Storm (Fig. 91). These prints were created in Broken 

Hill by throwing sheets of photographic paper into the strong wind where they were 

blown away, left for two days and then gathered up again (Fig. 92). 
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Fig. 91: James Farley. Collaboration with a Storm, 2015. Unique lumen prints 40.6 x 50.8cm 
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In this case, the engagement of the artist is limited, with my only role being the 

enabler of a material experience that took place beyond my ability to participate. 

This approach was also too extreme, yet it established a clear opposite end the 

spectrum of ecological engagement.  

 

 
Fig. 92: Collecting Collaborations with a Storm from a fence which captured the paper in the wind. 
Photo: James Farley 
 

After establishing the two extremes, I set out to explore the middle ground. I 

conducted numerous tests exploring varying levels of chance and control to reach a 

point where the values of ecological openness and ethical engagement are central, 

without losing the balance of visual interest, indexical information, nor losing the 

collaborative aspects by limiting the agency of the dynamic subject. This was 

achieved by changing the scale of the works, the length of exposure, the location of 

the work, the environmental conditions in which they were made, and various other 

means for interacting/altering the process during an image’s creation. The process of 

developing an approach that sits comfortably in this middle ground can be traced 

through the development of subsequent bodies of work created throughout 2015 and 

2016. These works were presented in mid 2016 in my exhibition Traces of Light and 

Shadow, at the E3 Art Space, Wagga Wagga Art Gallery.  
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Traces of Light and Shadow 
 
Trace of Light and Shadow was my first exhibition dedicated entirely to lumen prints 

and provided the opportunity to consider how these objects might function when 

viewed collectively in the gallery context. In addition to the Grey Water series and 

Collaborations with a Storm, I also presented newer bodies of work such as my 

various garden projects, numerous environmental and material studies, and several 

works that incorporated lumen printing and my ongoing practice of walking. 

 

 
Fig. 93: James Farley, Jalapeño Series, 2015. Unique lumen prints, each 20.3 x 25.4cm  

 

The Jalapeño and Cherry Tomato series (Fig. 93, 94), demonstrate a more refined 

level of control, with the silver gelatin paper being placed at the base of plants 

growing in my garden for a 24-hour period. As the garden is enclosed by a fence, it 

was less likely that the paper would be dramatically effected by wind, yet the 

movement of light, air, organic matter and liquid would still be free to shape the 

outcome. To further encourage the paper to stay put, I watered the gardens just after 

placing it. Not only did this leave everything damp and heavy, the addition of 

moisture encouraged the generation of an image with much greater contrast. 

Although the images were very abstract and chaotic, I was excited by the connection 

between the process and the location of my garden. This process led to a renewed 

interest in the cultivation and care for a veggie garden, which itself proved to be a 

profound development in my thinking about access and engagement with natural 

processes in an ethical and ecologically mindful way.  
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Fig. 94: James Farley, Cherry Tomato series, 2015. Unique lumen prints, 40.6 x 50.8cm. Installed in 
Traces of Light and Shadow, Wagga Wagga Art Gallery, 2016. Photo: James Farley 
 

The exhibition was a significant step in the development of this research as it 

allowed me to consider the functions of a lumen print, both individually and 

collectively, in an exhibition space. The exhibition utilised a very formal 

arrangement of prints, with series being hung in grids or straight lines and with a 

consistent eye line. This formal arrangement struck me as odd for works that spoke 

so clearly about the values of chance and risk. Only three bodies of work in this 

exhibition worked for me as successful examples of the ecological openness I was 

seeking; Meeting on Common Ground (Fig 95), Fossils & Hyperobjects (Fig. 96) 

and The Anthropocene (Fig 97). 

 

 
 
Fig. 95: Amelia Reid and James Farley, Meeting on Common Ground, 2015, Unique lumen prints, 
each 20.3 x 25.4cm. Installed in Traces of Light and Shadow, Wagga Wagga Art Gallery, 2016  
Photo: James Farley 
  

Meeting on Common Ground was perhaps the most obvious example, as the 

installation attempted to reference the bricolage technique that had informed the 

original sculpture created by Amelia Reid. The information of the lumen prints lent 
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itself to a visual interplay that encouraged the viewers to read between the prints. I 

regret trying to use the leading lines to draw connections between prints, as I think 

that was too obvious and denied the viewer an opportunity for independent visual 

play. After this installation, I tried to maintain a level of chance in the pairing so that 

the exchange between the viewer and the print could be more organic.  

 

Fossils & Hyberobjects (Fig. 96) was another successful body of work, however this 

had less to do with the installation (although this was more successful than others), 

and more to do with the materiality and unique qualities of each print. Unlike the 

other series, which used pre-cut sheets of photo paper, Fossils & Hyperobjects used 

paper cut from a thirty-meter roll. This meant that each image was cut to a specific 

size in relation to the necessity of the print. This series was created by incorporating 

my practice of walking and collecting objects with lumen printing. While walking 

around the Wollundry Lagoon in central Wagga Wagga, I noticed the number of 

plastic bags in the reeds and shallows around the edge. I often collected these bags to 

discard in the public bins, however, on one occasion I decided to bring the bags back 

to my studio/garden and create lumen prints with them. As many of the bags had leaf 

litter or trash in them, I would empty the contents onto the paper and drop the wet 

bag on top. The combination of cut-to-size paper, which still bears marks of being 

roughly cut to size on-site, and the more direct interventions onto the surface of the 

image was very pleasing. I felt that this series communicated the processes of 

engagement and exchange between the artist and the artwork in a visually dynamic 

way. 

 

 
Fig. 96: James Farley, Fossils & Hyberobjects, 2016. Unique lumen prints, various sizes. Installed in 
Traces of Light and Shadow, Wagga Wagga Art Gallery, 2016. Photo: James Farley 
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Fig. 97: James Farley, The Anthropocene, 2016. Unique lumen print. 50.8 x 124cm 

 

Like Fossils and Hyberobjects, the work called The Anthropocene (Fig. 97) also 

attempted to bring aspects of the exchange between the artist, the process and the 

work to the centre of the audience experience. Continuing the practice of cutting the 

paper on-site for each print, these works explored a more purposeful engagement 

with more dynamic environmental conditions. Through my experiments, I learnt that 

areas with moisture, like pooled or stagnant water; or areas that had strong and 

consistent sunlight; or spaces where organic materials would not only lay flat against 

the paper, but hover just above it; were well suited to the creation of more dynamic 

images. For this reason, I began working in pooled water around storm drains, 

around larger bodies of water or in gardens and heavily vegetated areas. I also 

favoured working in the rain or locations that would receive intense and prolonged 

sunlight.  

 

To communicate the more dynamic approach to making these large lumens, I 

decided to take these prints off the wall, and present them in a way that 

communicated the method and experience of making them (Fig. 98, 99). The viewers 

walked around the tables, able to view the prints from each direction. This 

topographic perspective challenged the viewer to employ an ecological gaze as they 

experienced a similar bodily relation to the works as the artist does. Unlike the works 

displayed on the walls, viewers were compelled to come close to each print, often 

leaning in to the table and walking from end-to-end, trying to orientate themselves to 

the image. 
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Fig. 98, 99: Installation View of Traces of Light and Shadow, Wagga Wagga Art Gallery, 2016.  
Photo: James Farley 
 

The bodily and material exchange that occurs between artist, artwork, gallery and 

audience became a central focus of all work following Traces of Light and Shadow. 

These works represented the combination of natural process, collaboration and 

chance that I was seeking. Through ongoing trials and experimentations, I was 
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moving closer to that productive middle-ground on the spectrum of engagement. In 

addition to the photographic capabilities, the larger surface area of these prints 

recorded a greater haptic range than before. Tears, abrasions, foot prints, smudges of 

mud; these all complemented the tonal variation and photographic traces. Together, 

these create a visually dynamic photograph that was equally powerful in 

communicating the process of ecological engagement and exchange that led to its 

creation.  

 

The lessons learned through this exhibition led to my desire to further explore these 

processes of exchange in new bodies of work. However, just after I had settled into a 

comfortable rhythm of making this new style of work, I ran into a problem. I had 

decided that the larger scale paper was better suited to this process just as my supply 

of reclaimed/recycled photo paper was beginning to dry up. While I still had smaller 

pre-cut sheets, the most successful work was coming from the bespoke sizes only 

possible when cutting directly from a large roll. This product was far harder to come 

across in the second-hand or donated market. This led to an ethical dilemma in 

regards to changing the means through which I would source my materials. I felt that 

buying new materials rather than reclaiming old, damaged or unwanted silver gelatin 

paper would be problematic and change the meaning of my work. While I grappled 

with this question, I decided to continue exploring the haptic exchange and 

capacities of film instead, which I still had in rather large amounts.  
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Fig. 100: James Farley. 400 Parts Per Million (No.11), 2017. Digital archival print. 21 x 30cm 
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Slow Documents 
 

The material response of film with the lumen print process offered a very different 

outcome to silver gelatin paper. The transparency and delicacy of the filmic surface 

led to a much greater physical, rather than photographic, impact being recorded. 

Also, the smaller size limited the ability for my interaction and manipulation within 

a space. The combination of these differences led me to modify the lumen process to 

meet the materials. Over a period of several weeks, I decided to use the film more as 

a portable recording device, a form of ultra-long exposure. At the time, CSIRO had 

predicted that the southern hemisphere would surpass the threshold of 400 parts per 

million of carbon dioxide in the atmosphere by the end of 2016. In line with my 

ongoing exploration of ecological thinking and the difficulties of visualizing climate 

change due to its massive multidimensionality, I decided to use this process as a 

document to record acts (or gestures) that contribute to, and try to abate, my own 

carbon footprint. From taping the film to my exhaust pipe or the front of my car, 

carrying it on my bike while riding, burying it in the pot of an indoor plant or leaving 

it in the bed of a recently turned veggie garden; each piece of film was a material 

record of the time spent thinking about, or acting on, the quality of the air we 

breathe. The resulting body of work, 400 Parts Per Million (Fig. 100) was exhibited 

at the Broken Hill Regional Art Gallery in 2017 as part of my Slow Documents 

exhibition (Fig. 101). 

 

 
Fig. 101: James Farley, 400 Parts Per Million, 2017, Digital archival print, 21 x 30 cm. Installed in 
Slow Documents at Broken Hill Regional Art Gallery, March 2017. Photo: James Farley 
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Although I began experiments with lumen prints of film in 2015 and had completed 

this series by the end of 2016, I was not prepared to show the work and considered 

scrapping it completely. Firstly, because the film object was of primary interest to 

me and due to the size and visually monotonous appearance, I could not settle on a 

mode of presentation that presented the unique material qualities and traces in a 

pleasing way. However, when digitally scanned, enhanced and printed, the images 

were quite visually compelling. However, reproductions from the original negative 

was a departure from the material exchange that I found so appealing in the film 

object. I also felt that I faced a second problem, with this work being too similar in 

appearance to the recently critically acclaimed work of other contemporary artists 

working with cameraless processes.  

 

 
Fig. 102: Sarah Mosca, Untitled Walk #1 (absent gesture) 2014, pigment print, 110 x 90cm 
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Australian artists Sarah Mosca and Justine Varga have both engaged a similar means 

of image production using large format film in recent years. In Useless Gestures 

(Fig. 102), Sarah Mosca used the film object to record both the physical and 

emotional journey through photography. By taping the film to her body, in this case 

over her heart, and walking through an environment of personal and historical 

significance, the film object records the interplay of bodily and environmental 

conditions to present a single visual field enriched by the traces of the unique 

exchange between artist, environmental conditions, and place over time.229 Writing 

about Mosca’s abstracted photographic gestures, curator Christine McFetridge 

suggests that the absence of pictorial information reinforces that it is the gesture 

which is of central importance. Each image communicates the therapeutic, primitive, 

and almost spiritual aspects of walking; achieved photographically by evoking the 

physical connection between the land, the environment, and the artist’s body.230  

 

Similarly, Justine Varga uses the filmic object to flatten the dimension of time into a 

single filmic space. Over extremely long exposures, measured in months, the 

photographic surface in Varga’s work either accumulates marks naturally, or is 

worked into and marked by the artist as a conscious effort in tracking the passing of 

time. Varga suggests that the resulting images of this process, such as Edge, 2015 

(Fig. 103), are far from abstract forms. 231 While the images lack representational 

form, they communicate physical realism, which is documented through the direct 

exchange over time. Writer Anna Johnson reflects on the importance of time in 

Varga’s work, suggesting the same gestural connection central to Mosca’s practice. 

 

Time is both the subject and the medium. And although history relies on 

photography to make time stand still, Varga’s layered, ambiguous work exploits the 

capacity of film to make temporal experience mutable. Scratched, damaged, erased 

and re-inscribed, memory is here represented as strata, not a single shot enclosed 

inside a single frame. If her pieces of negative film fuses with the daily functions of 

                                                
229	Sarah	Mosca,	"Useless	Gestures	-	Catalogue	Essay,"		(2014),		

http://www.galeriepompom.com/assets/sarah-mosca-useless-gestures%2c-catalogue-essay.pd	
230	Christine	McFetridge,	“How	Much	is	One	Million	Steps?”	Common	Ground	Journal,	Issue	Two	(2014)	
www.commongroundjournal.com		
231	Justine	Varga	in	conversation	with	Geoffrey	Batchen,	Generation	X:	photography	and	materialism.	Lecture.		

Wednesday,	23	November	2016.	Art	Gallery	of	NSW	
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her life, the dissolve between subject and object becomes more real. The eye is no 

longer a camera. The film becomes the eye itself. Varga says there is no 

demarcation between her own life and her work because the two intersect on all 

levels. It is a constant.232 

 

 
Fig. 103: Justine Varga, Edge, 2015, from Accumulate, type C hand print, 123 x 98.5cm 
 

I overcame my concerns that my own film based lumen prints, which became the 

400 Parts Per Million series, were too similar to the work of Mosca and Varga, after 

hearing Justine Varga speak at the Art Gallery of NSW in 2016. It was at this point 

that I realised that although our methods and outcomes were similar, each artist 

clearly had unique motivations for engaging with cameraless photography, and 

                                                
232	Anna	Johnson.	“Justine	Varga	–	Artist	Profile”	Artist	Profile	Magizine	(2016).	http://www.artistprofile.com.au/justine-
varga/	
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specifically, with the film object. One key aspect of 400 Parts Per Million, which 

clearly differentiates my work from Mosca’s and Varga’s, was my decision to keep 

the works small, mirroring the original size of the filmic object. The final image was 

centred on oversized paper with a large white border and framed in a traditional 

manner, to isolate each object as an individual thought or action.  

 

The time that passed between the creation and delayed exhibition of 400 Parts Per 

Million allowed for a much deeper critical reflection on the unique material 

connection between the artist, the photographic object and the photographic print. 

Unlike the lumen prints on paper, which I left free to be influenced by chance in a 

space separate to me, many of the film objects travelled through space with me. Just 

like Mosca and Varga, each image is based on the object which recorded the haptic 

relationship as it unfolded. This exchange between the materials, the environment 

and the artist led to an understanding of what Kelsey and Stimson have called the 

“double indexicality” of the image. 233 

 

Kelsey and Stimson suggest that the double indexicality of an image functions by 

“pointing both outward to the world before the camera and inward to the 

photographer behind it.”234 Australian photographic theorist Mark Roxburgh 

interprets Kelsey and Stimson’s interest in the dual indexicality by suggesting, “the 

phenomenological dimension they [Kelsey and Stimson] are interested in engaging 

with is not so much the contexts of the experience of viewing photographs but the 

contexts of the experience of making them.”235 With lumen prints, the double 

indexicality becomes profoundly ecological. An original lumen print points first to 

itself as a material object, and second to the vibrant ecological community and forces 

responsible for its transformation. The image surface is inscribed by the interplay of 

these two spheres. In an image mediated by a camera, the division of outwards and 

inwards is fixed, therefore establishing a hierarchical gaze. In a cameraless 

photograph, this division is non-existent. This makes for a multiplicity of possible 

gazes; an ecological gaze. Rather than playing the role of mediator, the artist 

                                                
233	Robin	Kelsey	and	Blake	Stimson,	The	Meaning	of	Photography	(Sterling	and	Francine	Clark	Art	Institute,	2008).	
234	Ibid.	
235	Mark	Roxburgh,	"The	Crisis	of	the	Artificial:	Why	Does	Everything	Look	the	Same?"	(University	of	Canberra,		

2013).	Pg.	124	
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becomes the facilitator and is one of many agents that could bear influence on the 

outcome of the final image.  

 

Reflecting on 400 Parts Per Million through the concept of double indexicality 

proved to be the most effective way of communicating an ecologically informed 

mode of aesthetic engagement. The double indexicality of these images points 

equally to the material/photographic traces recorded within the print, and to the 

external exchange between the artist, the environment and the material which led to 

its creation. They are self-revealing images, presenting the trace of the actions and 

processes that informed its own creation. Every natural process and each ecological 

agent, human or otherwise, is implicated in this exchange through what Brown and 

Phu, in Feeling Photography (2014), call “the haptic register of photography.”236 

When viewed as objects in a gallery, the viewer is pricked by this haptic register and 

engaged in their own process of reciprocity as they negotiate the object’s origins and 

meaning. While still relying on visual acuity of the viewer, the lumen print’s 

materiality also evokes an affective exchange. Brown and Phu describe affect as 

distinguished from feeling in Feeling Photography, by way of Teresa Brennan:237  

 

Whereas feelings are “sensations that have found the right match in words”, affects 

are feelings not circumscribed by language or identity; they are “material, physical 

things” with “an energetic dimension” that can travel across identities nonverbally. 

Both transpersonal and “prepersonal” intensities, they are the “ability to affect and 

be affected… the passage from one experiential state of the body to another” or the 

“encounter between the affected body and a second, affecting body.”238 

 

Unlike the traditional approach to camera-aided landscape photography, which is 

heavily coded through the aesthetic traditions of the Enlightenment and thus tied to 

colonial hierarchy which functions by silencing, deanimating and decontextualizing 

the animate world; cameraless photography, by way of its materiality, always points 

to the physical process of exchange necessary for its own creation. As such, 

cameraless images reflect the reciprocal nature of chance as it unfolds and permeates 

throughout all things. This could be interpreted as a form of dialogue, or as a form of 

                                                
236	Elspeth	H.	Brown	and	Thy	Phu,	Feeling	Photography	(Duke	University	Press,	2014).	KL	530	
237	Teresa	Brennan,	The	Transmission	of	Affect	(Cornell	University	Press,	2004).	
238	Brown	and	Phu.	Kindle	Loc.	2237	
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transformation. I also like to think of this in terms of serendipity, which Kelsey 

describes as “the conjunction of intellectual acuity and happenstance when powers of 

observation and reasoning are brought to bear on an accidental encounter.” Rather 

than studying and characterizing chance to learn, predict, or negate this agency, 

lumen prints work in the profound ways of dark ecology. They dive into chance, 

celebrating and exploring its strangeness as an immersive, affective and reciprocal 

exchange.  

 

The concept of reciprocity is central to the practice of ecological stewardship and is 

embodied through many forms of cameraless photography, particularly lumen 

printing. Reciprocity is the perpetual process of give and take; an ongoing exchange 

that flows in multiple directions. For cultural ecologist David Abram, reciprocity is a 

crucial part of an expanded ecological world view. Abram goes as far as calling 

reciprocity “the foundation of any real ethic.”239 For Abram, the separation between 

human culture and the rest of the animate earth’s communities which has long 

informed western culture has denied this crucial process of reciprocity. 

 
When the animate powers that surround us are suddenly construed as having less 

significance than ourselves, when the generative earth is abruptly defined as a 

determinate object devoid of its own sensations and feelings, then the sense of a 

wild and multiplicitous otherness (in relation to which human existence has always 

oriented itself) must migrate, either into a supersensory heaven beyond the natural 

world , or else into the human skull itself - the only allowable refuge, in this world, 

for what is ineffable and unfathomable.240 

 

Abram suggests that western culture has attempted to fill the void left by this 

unacknowledged reciprocity through various monotheist religious traditions and 

dualist epistemologies, which as we have seen, are currently undergoing a 

widespread critique from multiple fields across the ecological humanities. Abram’s 

understanding of reciprocity falls in line with the dark green spirituality of Bron 

Taylor, which views the Earth’s ecological community as sacred, holding intrinsic 

                                                
239	David	Abram,	"Reciprocity,"	in	Rethinking	Nature:	Essays	in	Environmental	Philosophy,	ed.	Robert	Frodeman		

Bruce	.	Foltz	(Bloomington:	Indiana	University	Press,	2004).	Pg.	81	
240	David	Abram,	The	Spell	of	the	Sensuous:	Perception	and	Language	in	a	More-Than-Human	World		

(Pantheon	Books,	1996).	Pg.	10	
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value, and therefore worthy of our reverence and care.241 It is also reminiscent of the 

philosophic animism of Val Plumwood and Deborah Bird-Rose, in the attempt to 

reconnect human culture with the wider ecological community of earth beings. 

Abram believes that through various forms of spiritual and creative action, 

individuals and communities can begin to reaffirm and reconnect with the vial 

process of ecological exchange and reciprocity that western culture has long denied. 

Informed by indigenous traditions of language and ritual, Abram believes that 

through acts of creativity, the animate earth can be honoured, acknowledged and 

thus engaged in an open form of dialogue. For Abram, this process is at the very 

foundation of any contemporary ecological ethic. 

 

If you wish to draw nourishment from the land, then you must offer sustenance to 

the land in return. If you wish to draw nourishment from the waters and winds, then 

you must honor and shelter those waters and the winds. Most specifically: never 

take more from the living land than you need, and, indeed, never take more from the 

living land than you can return to the land – not only with nourishing offering and 

propitiations, but also with prayers and praises – gifting the breathing earth with 

your eloquence, honoring the sensuous and sentient surroundings with the heartfelt 

gratitude of your songs and your dances, feeding the more-than-human world with 

your grateful attentions.242 

 

At the current point in the process of cultural transformation, perhaps it the creative 

culture that must take the lead in providing avenues for respectful engagement, 

connection and appreciation. As Abram suggests, creative attention could be “the 

simplest way to tune our senses to these other shapes of sentience – to bind our own 

awareness to these other embodied intelligences – and so to let ourselves be 

informed by their ways.”243 As they function on multiple levels of meaning, the 

creation and exhibition of lumen prints has proven to be a promising means of 

inspiring and enacting this fundamental process of reciprocity. 

 

Understanding the functions of my lumen prints in this way, I was driven to set aside 

my concerns about purchasing new silver gelatin paper rather than using “reclaimed” 

                                                
241	Bron	Taylor,	Dark	Green	Religion:	Nature	Spirituality	and	the	Planetary	Future	(University	of	California	Press,	2009).	
242	Abram,	"Reciprocity."	Pg.	81	
243	Ibid.	Pg.	85	
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materials. Although this tension remains unresolved, the need to more fully explore 

this reciprocal exchange through prolonged sensory and haptic engagement between 

the artist, material and the animate ecological community became more important 

than using reclaimed materials. This was driven by a desire to explore lumen 

printing on a larger, more bodily scale, which could only be achieved through buying 

larger rolls of photographic paper. 

 

 
Fig. 104: Installation of Slow Documents, Broken Hill Regional Art Gallery, 2017.  
Photo: James Farley 
 

Prior to 400 Parts Per Million, my experiments with lumen printing had been 

defined by successive spectral engagements; the negotiation of a middle ground 

between cognitive and non-cognitive appreciation and the varying levels of control 

and chance. In my early works, I was principally concerned with the level of 

involvement needed for the artist to generate a successful image. In my later works, I 

had developed a more fluid methodology that was largely automatic and instinctual. 

The addition of larger photographic materials allowed this process to become far 

more haptic and organic. The act of creating a lumen print became almost 

performative, in both the environment of its creation and in the processes of washing 

and fixing the image. I was required to react to the materials throughout the exposure 

and with the surface of the print in a more hands on, intimate and intuitive way.  

 

In addition to 400 Parts Per Million, the Slow Documents exhibition (Fig. 104) 

presented two bodies of work in progress representative of this new approach to 

lumen printing. The first series was called The Rambunctious Garden (2016-17), the 

second is called Solar Plants (2017) (previously titled Reciprocity). These completed 
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bodies of work will be combined in the final exhibition which takes the central 

theme as its name, Reciprocity.  

 

The Rambunctious Garden 
 

 
Fig. 105: James Farley, The Rambunctious Garden (No.2), 2017. Unique lumen print. 50.8 x 135cm 

 

The Rambunctious Garden series takes its name from Emma Marris’s 2013 book, 

which explores an ecologically expanded understanding when nature is an all-

encompassing garden governed by reciprocal and emergent processes, which needs 

to be experienced and engaged with in its many manifestations.244 The sequence of 

three framed lumen prints exhibited in Slow Documents (Fig 106) is representative 

of a larger body of work created to highlight the development of collaborative, 

reciprocal relationships between others within my community. These works were 

created with the compost heaps of Little Triffids Flower Farm, a local business that 

promotes permaculture and local produce. The images present the delicate trace of 

flowers and various species of leafy matter. These images communicate a sense of 

beauty, which although potentially touching on the nostalgic, is more heavily 

grounded in the cyclical process of birth, life and decay. The presence of organic 

matter bonded to the silver gelatin, combined with the material qualities of warped 

and water damaged paper, challenges the viewer’s ability to consume their beauty 

quickly and without considering the physical exchange that took place throughout 

their making.  

 

                                                
244Emma	Marris,	Rambunctious	Garden:	Saving	Nature	in	a	Post-Wild	World	(Bloomsbury	USA,	2013).	
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Fig. 106: The Rambunctious Garden installed in Slow Documents, Broken Hill Regional Art Gallery, 
2017. Photo: James Farley 
 

In addition to referencing the material exchange between artist, paper and garden; 

these prints are representative of a larger shift in personal and community 

engagement. Over the past 12 months, I have developed a reciprocal relationship and 

ongoing friendship with the family that owns and operates Little Triffids Flower 

Farm. In an arrangement based on non-capital exchange, I provide traditional 

photographic services for their social media and blog in exchange for access to their 

farm, offcuts and flowers for printing, as well as fresh produce and flowers. While 

these images are the outcome of the creative gamble that is lumen printing, they also 

embody the reciprocal process of give and take that led to the development of a new 

friendship and an expanded network based upon the sharing of knowledge, 

experience and passion for a more ecologically minded community.  

 

In later works, this relationship included collaboration on a series of large-scale 

lumen prints to commemorate the changing of the season. These works, created as 

the summer crops were coming to an end and were to be cleared to make way for the 

next season, had a celebratory, almost ritualistic nature to them as all the members of 

the Little Triffids family contributed to the creation of two end-of-season murals.  
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Shared creative experiences structured around social exchanges became the form of 

collaboration I am most interested in towards the end of this research period. 

Another work from The Rambunctious Garden that demonstrates this was created in 

a recently flooded field in Gumly Gumly.  

 

 
Fig. 107: Brutus the dog inspecting the Gumly Gumly lumen print throughout exposure. 
Photo: James Farley 
 
 

For this work, I approached friends who live opposite the community common and 

in 2016, watched the flooded Murrumbidgee river lap at their front gates. I spent 

time watching this drama unfold while helping the family prepare for the potential 

flood. The discussion around the positive and negative implications of living so close 

to a line that separates environmental process and personal tragedy informed my 

interest in the site. After the flood subsided, the Halyday-Hawken family joined me 

in the process of making a large-scale lumen print on the Gumly Gumly common 

which borders their property. Together we identified a site of interest, a fence which 

collapsed under the weight of the debris carried by the flood waters. We worked 

together to position a single 7.5 meter sheet of paper for exposure, the whole while 

discussing the implications of the flood, the river waters rejuvenating effect on the 

common, the way the dogs played in the mud, and the fact that the absent fence 
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granted cows access to the uneaten grasses on the property of a contentious sand 

quarry. The Gumly Gumly lumen print was left to expose for over 24 hours in an 

environment full of active voices; cows, dogs, grass, birds, water, trees, fences and 

people (Fig. 107, 108). The final print bears their traces, photographic or otherwise. 

Not all voices were verbal and not all are constant, yet through the serendipitous, 

affective and material qualities of the photographic trace, the presence of each voice 

can be imagined. 

 
Fig. 108: On locations at Gumly Gumly Common, 8-meter lumen print during exposure.  
Photo: James Farley 
 

 

Solar Plants 
 

In addition to works exploring lumen printing as a collaborative form of social 

engagement and knowledge sharing, I wanted to explore how I had incorporated 

many of the values of ecological thinking and stewardship into my day-to-day life. 

While there are many examples of this, from riding my bike or walking when 

travelling in town, eating less meat and shopping more from local sources. These 

aspects did not easily lend themselves to cameraless photography. However, another 

enduring and fruitful outcome of this research has been the increased appreciation 

and interest in things that grow. This was something I could explore in greater detail. 
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Throughout this project I have spent time learning to cultivate and care for a fruitful 

garden (although this skill is far from perfected). Building on previous experiences, 

and learning from the conversations and knowledge of those involved in the 

previously mentioned projects, I began to consider my actions in the garden through 

the context of reciprocity. Gardening is profoundly ecological; an activity that 

requires interaction and exchange within multiple different ecological communities. 

This is ecological thinking and stewardship at its most basic. Not only is time spent 

in the garden a great way to come face-to-face with other ecological communities, to 

acknowledge their value and consider their agency; it is also a way of engaging and 

participating with earth’s rhythmic cycles of growth and decay. This is possible even 

in the smallest urban garden, undeveloped block of land or roadside. Where ever the 

exchange is situated, it has the potential to yield powerful ecological lessons and 

enriching personal outcomes.  

 

 
Fig 109: James Farley, Various Solar Plant posts from Instagram, 2016. @jamestfarley 

 

Parallel to my photographic research and in conjunction with more traditional 

gardening in my own back yard, I had been exploring the art of guerilla gardening. 

This practice involved cultivating sunflowers in public parks, flowerboxes and most 

prolifically, throughout the university campus. I documented this project on the 

social media platform Instagram (Fig. 109, 110). This project was never intended to 

serve as part of my PhD research; it was pursued as a political statement about the 

potential positive connotations of adopting solar power, based on the simple belief 

that sunflowers are generally positively received as they brighten up otherwise 

dreary urban, civic or institutional environments. This act too is profoundly 
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ecological, as it draws attention to the mutual benefits of reciprocal exchange which 

take place between multiple agents within an ecological community, across all 

scales.  

 

The Solar Plant project provided fantastic evidence of reciprocity in action. 

Although there were many cases where people mowed over, poisoned or trampled 

seedlings before they took hold, there were also significant positive reactions from 

others in the community (human and non). Once the Charles Sturt University crop 

took hold, I noticed it interrupt and enhance the daily routine of many. Several 

individuals would slow down, look at and discuss the flowers as they passed. Some 

even took it upon themselves to water the flowers if they felt it was necessary, and 

there were many occasions when blooms would disappear in uniform groups, with 

evidence of a very clear cut on the remaining stem. One lady told me that she was 

regularly walking the longer route back to her office just so she would walk past the 

guerrilla flowerbed. There was also a noticeable rise in the presence of bees, birds 

and beetles as the flowers bloomed.   

 

The Solar Plant lumen series (Fig. 111-114) was created as a means of honouring 

this multidimensional exchange between the various agents responding to the 

sunflowers. Like my earliest lumen prints, this process also relied on a kind of 

recycling or up-cycling; only using the sunflowers after they wilted, dropped their 

heads, or after various birds had clipped them from the stalk to make a meal on the 

fresh sunflower seeds.  
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Fig. 110: James Farley, Solar Plant with worker bees, 2016. Instagram post @jamestfarley 

 

Although I had made smaller lumen studies of individual sunflowers before, I was 

motivated to create larger pieces following on from my mural works in the 

Rambunctious Garden. This series of prints was created between two sites; a large 

bed of guerrilla sunflowers at CSU, or in the patch of sunflowers growing in my 

backyard. I created one or two works per week through the final weeks of summer 

2017 as the flowers reached the end of their season. Working at night (mostly to 

avoid bees, but also to achieve the strongest possible visual contrast), the flowers, 

along with other items found in the garden (most often garbage, but occasionally 

feathers, cicada shells and a bird’s nest), were loosely arranged onto large sheets. 

Using the intuitive/fluid process developed throughout this research, I prepare a 

patch of earth by clearing any abrasive objects and placing the photo-sensitive paper 

on the ground. The paper is cut on-site from a 1.27 x 10 meter roll, making each 
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piece slightly different based on the amount of space and the reach of my arm. Once 

composed, the various materials are then left in the garden for between 24-48 hours; 

enough time for the daily occurrences of the flower garden to play out and freely 

influence the printing process.  

 

The necessity of working at night time to avoid disturbing the bees led to a greater 

contrast and stronger visual dynamic in the images, as less sunlight reached the 

covered portions of the paper. I also began processing the exposed paper on site, 

using a hose to wash the prints by hand (simultaneously watering the garden). Due to 

the proximity of the print to the darkroom (a benefit of working on campus), I could 

then transport the exposed and washed paper quickly into the darkroom, where the 

image was fixed in a custom processing tank I built from 150mm drain piping. Once 

fixed, the print was washed once more in a second tank of water and allowed to dry 

out in my studio.  

 

The larger scale of these prints is far more successful at communicating the haptic 

register and exchange than all my smaller studies. In addition to capturing life-sized 

traces of the subjects, the increased surface area allows for a greater bodily exchange 

between myself, the print and the garden. This is particularly evident during the 

washing stage, where I am working on hands and knees in the garden, interacting 

with the mud and remnant organic matter in a very tactile way. The larger paper is 

more robust and is able to withstand these very physical exchanges.  
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Fig. 111: James Farley, Solar Plant No.1, 2017. Unique lumen print, 84 x 119cm 
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Fig. 112: James Farley, Solar Plant No.2, 2017. Unique lumen print, 90 x 127cm 
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Fig. 113: James Farley, Solar Plant No.3, 2017. Unique lumen print, 84 x 119cm 
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Fig. 114: James Farley, Solar Plants (previously Reciprocity). Unique lumen prints, framed 
84 x 119cm. Installed in Slow Documents, Broken Hill Regional Art Gallery, 2017.  
Photo: James Farley 
 
As with my previous experiments showing lumen prints in a gallery context, it is a 

constant challenge to present the work in a way that the materiality is most 

accessible. For Slow Documents, the technical requirements of the Broken Hill 

gallery meant that all works had to be framed. The Rambunctious Garden and the 

Solar Plants were framed in such a way that the prints maintained some sense of 

‘objectness’, however the cleanliness and presence of a solid frame seemed to reduce 

the ability of the images to communicate both their tactile and photographic qualities 

to the full effect. The framed image still operates too much as an object of authority, 

evoking a less open approach to aesthetic and sensory engagement. In my final 

exhibition, I will be experimenting with the combination of both framed and 

unframed prints, as well as a less formal arrangement. It is my intention to highlight 

the necessarily dynamic approach that lumen printing embodies, specifically the 

ability to slide effortlessly between cognitive and non-cognitive forms of 

appreciation and engagement. 
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CONCLUSION 
 

This project began with clear motivation, broad goals and no clear outcomes in 

mind. I wished to explore the possibility of learning, promoting, and practicing 

ecological awareness through post-photographic practice, which in turn could inform 

an emergent culture of ecological stewardship. This was driven by my belief that 

creative practice, particularly new directions in post-photography, can and should 

play a significant role in communicating and addressing the significant threats posed 

by anthropogenic climate change. Furthermore, I hoped that an extended exploration 

of my practice would provide insight and understanding into my role as a 

contributing agent in the culture driving climate change, while simultaneously 

providing a positive pathway towards recognising, processing and adjusting my 

thoughts and actions accordingly.  

 

As the project reaches its conclusion, I feel that it has been overwhelmingly 

successful on many fronts. The final exhibition communicates my unique approach 

to lumen printing; a post-photographic process which embodies the values of 

ecological openness, celebrates materiality, and allows for the practice of mindful 

environmental engagement, while also sharing a positive and inclusive narrative in 

response to the threat of anthropogenic climate change. The artist I was when I 

started this project could have never imagined an outcome in this form. The journey 

that led me to this conclusion has been incredibly rewarding on a personal level, 

while also yielding significant discoveries and new knowledge in the fields of post-

photographic practice and ecological thinking/arts.  

 

As is to be expected of any project conducted by an artist/researcher at the beginning 

of their career; my goals were naïve, my arguments flawed, and my foundational 

knowledge was full of holes. Yet as I write this conclusion, I reflect on the progress I 

have made over these past years and am excited by the progress and developments 

that have occurred. 

 

The project evolved as all creative practice-based-research must; by allowing the 

creative work to guide. I developed a methodology dependent on maintaining a fluid 
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relationship between intuition, openness, and a strong foundation. This involves a 

commitment to let projects develop organically and to embrace and explore the 

possibilities offered by accidental outcomes, all while maintaining a strong critical 

awareness and reflecting on your actions, thoughts and context. Ultimately, this 

process has made me a more confident practitioner and has led to a point of curiosity 

and excitement I could have never anticipated at the beginning. Although the period 

of institutional research has reached its end, this process has set me on an exciting 

path of doubt, uncertainty and questions which I will undoubtedly continue to 

pursue.  

 

I started this project by practicing what I knew and pursuing the kind of 

photographic outcomes I admired in the work of others. This involved a quest for the 

contemporary ecological sublime; evoked through the formalist aesthetic reminiscent 

of work by Ansel Adams and Edward Burtynsky. Although the outcomes of A New 

Dialectic yielded significant institutional recognition and critical success, intuition 

led to a deep sense of dissatisfaction and confliction. Unable to ignore this response; 

my practice turned away from traditional landscape aesthetics and abandoned the 

convoluted concept of the sublime; turning instead to explore the questions of 

landscape in the Anthropocene through the lens of environmental aesthetics, eco-

feminism, and the expanded field of the Ecological Humanities.  

 

I embarked on a broad review of the role landscape photography has played 

throughout Australian history, based on the leading publications in this field by 

Helen Ennis and Judy Annear. In addition to gaining an understanding of the 

colonial politicisation/exploitation of the land and recognising the sublime’s 

complicit role in anthropocentric hierarchies; I also identify a gap in the literature 

concerning a growing body of contemporary post-photographic practitioners 

exploring the emerging field of ecological thinking. This gap was explored through 

my curatorial practice for the Land Dialogues (2016) exhibition, which identified 

several established and emerging Australian practitioners working within this field; 

an exercise which also allowed me to sketch out a new topography of the post-

photographic moment. 
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By incorporating post-colonial and eco-feminist critiques of landscape practice with 

Timothy Morton’s ecological aesthetics, Barry Lord’s account of art and energy, Per 

Espen Stoknes’s new psychological framework for climate action and Naomi Klein’s 

critique of neoliberalism and climate change; I developed the understanding to move 

my practice away from the exploitative traditions of European landscape aesthetics 

and began to explore new fields of practice. I came to understand that my early 

photographs were not only reiterating the same traditions I hoped to critique, but 

actively contributed to furthering the very gap I was trying to bridge. This realisation 

led to a fundamental reassessment of many ideas that I had long taken as given: My 

approach to the concept of landscape, my understanding of the concept of nature, 

and the centrality of the anthropocentric paradigm which informs contemporary 

western culture.  

 

I spent a significant period of this project developing an understanding of the various 

implications and critiques of anthropocentric dualism, particularly in regards to the 

deamination, domination and exploitation of non-human beings and natural 

resources. However, this also includes gender and racial bias, as well as numerous 

other ongoing injustices associated with having an institutionalised, patriarchal, 

predominately Christian hierarchy at the centre of Western social, cultural and 

political practice. I admit that this is my weakest area of expertise; having had little 

prior understanding of the history and development of this field and having limited 

life experience where these ideas can manifest into actions. However, combining the 

theories previously mentioned with the philosophic animism of Val Plumwood and 

David Abram, the dark green spirituality of Bron Taylor and the environmental 

ethics of Aldo Leopold; I have put forward a practical understanding of ecological 

stewardship which has informed the moral values and actions which I have 

incorporated into my own life. 

 

Ecological stewardship is centred on openness, acknowledgement and respect 

towards the existence and agency of non-human beings. It revolves around the 

understanding that all life on earth, human and non-human alike, is connected in a 

dynamic and emergent process of becoming. As such, one must measure the impact 

of their actions by how they will positively or negatively impact the ability of others 

to participate in this process. My work with the lumen print process embodies these 
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qualities and provides a framework upon which new modes of ecological 

photographic practice can be established. I have not yet ironed out all the kinks or 

contradictions in this approach, of which I am sure there are many. The process of 

developing this mode of practice has led to many positive changes in my day-to-day 

life, reinforcing the notion that practice and research are inseparable, both from each 

other, and from the life of the practitioner. Hopefully this journey, and the 

methodology that informed it, will be transferable to others seeking to follow a 

similar path. 

 

Building on Barry Lord’s belief that artists can engage the tools of the current 

culture to anticipate and explore the possible values of a culture yet to emerge, I set 

out to explore how the values of ecological stewardship could be incorporated and 

adapted to form alternative approaches to landscape and environmental photography. 

Combining Lord’s characteristics of a post-modern consumer with William J. 

Mitchell, Robert Shore and Geoffrey Batchen’s interpretation of the post-

photographic moment, I outlined how the values of ecological stewardship aligned 

with the expanded field of contemporary post-photographic practice. I explored this 

in relation to several contemporary Australian photographers through the curated 

exhibition Land Dialogues: Contemporary Australian Photography (in Dialogue 

with Land).  

 

To explore these values through my own practice, it was necessary that I returned to 

the most basic methodical processes of image making to unlearn the habits that had 

become second nature to me as a traditional formalist landscape photographer. This 

led me to abandon my camera in favour of the direct engagement and sensory 

immersion achieved through the practice of walking. I was informed by a variety of 

ecological artists, not just photographers, which I identified as also working towards 

an ecologically informed aesthetic.  

 

I explored various methods of image making; ranging from contact printing, 

chemical processes, site-specific work and studio-based images. I tested outputs like 

photographic installations, experiments in scale/framing and produced several 

photobook maquettes. This was a prolific period of production and I forced myself to 
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work intuitively; assessing the outcomes and potential of each approach, assessing 

the potential and moving forward with the next iteration.  

 

Each outcome led to a greater understanding of the necessary balance between a 

strictly cognitive approach to ecological understanding and engagement, that is one 

that is entirely grounded in empirical knowledge; and a non-cognitive approach, 

which would be informed entirely by intuition, emotion and sensory experience. The 

space between these two poles is where ecological thinking is situated. As the 

complexities of a photograph’s social, cultural, political and ecological implications 

cannot be distilled down to a single point of view or understanding, I grew certain 

that cameraless photography was to play a vital role in activating this middle ground.  

 

This led to an exploration of several Australian photographers working without a 

camera, whose practice was contextualised within a wider international and 

historical narrative. After reviewing publications from several significant 

photographic institutions with similar curatorial intentions, I reached the conclusion 

that cameraless photography has always played a role in transitory periods of social 

upheaval and cultural change. The recent spike in contemporary cameraless 

photography is the current permutation of a well-established trend. 

 

Contemporary landscape photography in the post-photographic moment must move 

beyond anthropocentric narratives of emotional drama and aesthetic pleasure. It must 

become open to the existence of multiple overlapping forces, interconnected stories, 

unknown subjective realities and vast scales of meaning. This is the goal of post-

photography and the practice of ecological stewardship. Such a practice does not 

absolve humans from their responsibility towards the rest of the ecological 

community, in fact it highlights the central role that humans must play as an apex 

species in navigating the Anthropocene, responding to climate change and guiding 

the earth’s community towards any plausible future of co-existence. The first step 

towards this long process demands the re-evaluation of world views that place 

human culture outside or above the other ecological communities on this planet. It is 

vital that we establish new narratives that allow for and encourage dialogue, 

understanding and appreciation between these forces, so that human cultures may be 

realigned and expanded to include these non-human communities in daily thoughts, 
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actions and opinions; not to mention micro and macro decision making and the 

development of new laws, ethical frameworks and ecologically inclusive policy. My 

approach to lumen printing begins to do this by encouraging dialogue and opening 

new networks for ecological collaboration and connection. 

 

Despite all the other lessons learned, and the rich possibilities my work with 

walking, studio photography, book making and archives revealed, none addressed 

this basic requirement as well as the cameraless process of lumen printing. That is 

not to say that these other directions will not eventually lead to other significant 

findings. My Silver City project is particularly promising. I am excited by the 

potential of engaging a with this community’s rich and contentious environmental 

and industrial history through the study of the photographic archive and I am 

confident that a divergent strand of post-photographic practice could be centred on 

engaging image archives as an untapped source of renewable cultural energy. The 

ability to reassess images or objects in a contemporary context could prove as 

ecologically significant as the developments I have made in cameraless photography. 

Indeed, these two processes could be combined to a greater effect. However, due to 

the necessity of community engagement and the time/distance/costs associated with 

a prolonged period of creative development, this project was necessarily postponed 

to a later date. I am certain that the conceptual development and improved skills 

around project management and planning I gained by focusing exclusively on my 

lumen print projects will prove invaluable in the production of future projects. 

 

Lumen printing provides an alternative to the dualistic thinking of European 

aesthetic traditions by establishing a space where human beings can enlarge their 

perception of and openness to the presence of multiple beings; each having their own 

agency and unique subjective realities in a world structured by chance. While the 

problematic aspect of working with a material embedded in extractive and 

exploitative industries remains unresolved, the unique material qualities achieved 

through the haptic register of silver gelatin paper evokes a dual indexicality that 

reveals the presence of the artist in a physical and profoundly ecological way. This 

photographic process firmly situates the artist as an ecological agent working within 

a shared and vibrant environment. The ecological awareness promoted through this 

collaborative and generative process does not attempt to downplay the role of 
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individual or collective human beings as a primary agent of change on this planet. 

Instead it aims at enlarging our ability to consider the impact our choices and actions 

have by giving voice to the agency of those previously rendered silent, so that we 

might recognize their existence and adopt the moral role of stewardship towards 

them. Further along, perhaps such an awareness will encourage us to minimize our 

contribution to the human centred systems that impact the earth’s others, and guide 

us towards new systems that consider the common needs of all and focus on 

supporting, nurturing and prolonging of conditions that are favourable for life on this 

planet to continue as we know it.  

 

Although the project has reached its conclusion within the confines of formal 

academic research, it is far from complete. Working Within has occupied the 

emerging years of my artistic career and I am excited to continue exploring these 

themes as a more established artist. There is no doubt that this research can be taken 

further and I am genuinely excited to follow this practice wherever it leads.  
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silver film shadowgrams overlaid in a mylar envelope.  
75 x 200cm 
 

Fig. 81:  Harry Nankin, Moth Liturgy 1, 2016. Pigment print on archival rag  
paper. 51 x 187cm 
 

Fig. 82:  Harry Nankin Moth Liturgy 2, 2016. Pigment print on archival rag  
paper. 51 x 187cm 
 

Fig. 83:  William Henry Fox Talbot. PLATE VII. LEAF OF A PLANT from  
The Pencil of Nature, 1844 
 

Fig. 84:  William Henry Fox Talbot. Wrack, 1839. Photogenic drawing,  
22 x17.5cm (irregularly trimmed).  
The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York 
 

Fig. 85:  Jerry Burchfield, Passiflora quadringlandulosa, Passion Flower.  
Unique lumen Print, 20.3 x 25.4cm 
 

Fig. 86:  Jerry Burchfield, Ficus maxima. Unique lumen Print, 20.3 x 25.4cm 
 
Fig. 87:  Jerry Burchfield, United, 2002. Lumen Print, 20.3 x 25.4cm 
 
Fig. 88:  James Farley, Greywater Series, 2015. 5 unique lumen prints,  

50.8 x 61cm. Installed in Traces of Light and Shadow,  



	

 218 

Wagga Wagga Art Gallery, 2016. Photo: James Farley 
 

Fig. 89:  James Farley, Lumen Studies (2015-16), Unique lumen prints,  
20.3 x 25.4cm. Installed in Traces of Light and Shadow, 
Wagga Wagga Art Gallery, 2016. Photo: James Farley 
 

Fig. 90:  James Farley, Ironbark / Box-Gum Grassy Woodlands, 2016. Digital  
collage printed as wallpaper. Commissioned by the Wagga 
Wagga Rural Referral Hospital. Photo: James Farley 
 

Fig. 91:  James Farley. Collaboration with a Storm, 2015. Unique lumen prints  
40.6 x 50.8cm 
 

Fig. 92:  Collecting Collaborations with a Storm from a fence which captured  
the paper in the wind. Photo: James Farley 
 

Fig. 93:  James Farley, Jalapeño Series, 2015. Unique lumen prints, each  
20.3 x 25.4cm  
 

Fig. 94:  James Farley, Cherry Tomato series, 2015. Unique lumen prints,  
40.6 x 50.8cm. Installed in Traces of Light and Shadow, 
Wagga Wagga Art Gallery, 2016. Photo: James Farley 
 

Fig. 95:  Amelia Reid and James Farley, Meeting on Common Ground, 2015,  
Unique lumen prints, each 20.3 x 25.4cm. Installed in Traces 
of Light and Shadow, Wagga Wagga Art Gallery, 2016  
Photo: James Farley 
 

Fig. 96:  James Farley, Fossils & Hyberobjects, 2016. Unique lumen prints,  
various sizes. Installed in Traces of Light and Shadow,  
Wagga Wagga Art Gallery, 2016. Photo: James Farley 
 

Fig.97:  James Farley, The Anthropocene, 2016. Unique lumen print.  
50.8 x 124cm 
 

Fig. 98:  Installation View of Traces of Light and Shadow,  
Wagga Wagga Art Gallery, 2016. Photo: James Farley 
 

Fig. 99:  Installation View of Traces of Light and Shadow,  
Wagga Wagga Art Gallery, 2016. Photo: James Farley 

 
Fig. 100:  James Farley. 400 Parts Per Million (No.11), 2017.  

Digital archival print. 21 x 30cm 
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Fig. 101:  James Farley, 400 Parts Per Million, 2017, Digital archival print,  
21 x 30 cm. Installed in Slow Documents at Broken Hill 
Regional Art Gallery, March 2017. Photo: James Farley 
 

Fig. 102:  Sarah Mosca, Untitled Walk #1 (absent gesture) 2014, pigment print,  
110 x 90cm 
 

Fig. 103:  Justine Varga, Edge, 2015, from Accumulate, type C hand print,  
123 x 98.5cm 

 
Fig. 104:  Installation of Slow Documents, Broken Hill Regional Art Gallery,  

2017. Photo: James Farley 
 

Fig. 105:  James Farley, The Rambunctious Garden (No.2), 2017.  
Unique lumen print. 50.8 x 135cm 
 

Fig. 106:  The Rambunctious Garden installed in Slow Documents, Broken Hill  
Regional Art Gallery, 2017. Photo: James Farley 

 
Fig. 107:  Brutus the dog inspecting the Gumly Gumly lumen print throughout  
   exposure. Photo: James Farley 
 
Fig. 108: On locations at Gumly Gumly Common, 8-meter lumen print during  
   exposure. Photo: James Farley 
 
Fig 109:  James Farley, Various Solar Plant, 2016.  

Instagram posts @jamestfarley 
 

Fig. 110:  James Farley, Solar Plant with worker bees, 2016.  
Instagram post @jamestfarley 
 

Fig. 111:  James Farley, Solar Plant No.1, 2017. Unique lumen print on 
gelatin silver, 84 x 119cm 
 

Fig. 112:  James Farley, Solar Plant No.2, 2017. Unique lumen print on 
gelatin silver, 90 x 127cm 
 

Fig. 113:  James Farley, Solar Plant No.3, 2017. Unique lumen print on 
gelatin silver, 84 x 119cm 
 

Fig. 114: James Farley, Solar Plants (previously Reciprocity). Unique lumen print  
on gelatin silver, framed, 84 x 119cm. Installed in Slow 
Documents, Broken Hill Regional Art Gallery, 2017.  
Photo: James Farley 
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List of Appendices 

 
 

APPENDIX ONE –   James Farley, Silver City, 2015-17.  

Self-published book, 84 pages, 21 × 29.7cm 

 

APPENDIX TWO –   James Farley, Limits to Growth, 2015.  

Newspaper, 28 pages, 28.9 x 38cm.  

Limited Edition of 50. Published by Currency 

Editions  

 

APPENDIX THREE –  James Farley and Chris Orchard. Land 

Dialogues: Contemporary Australian 

Photography: (In Dialogue with Land), 2016. 

Exhibition Catalogue, 36 Pages, 21 × 29.7cm 
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