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In The Photographing of Spaces of Learning, from Talbot to Höfer I positioned photography as an 

organising device through the work of Talbot, described by Russell Roberts as being an extension of 

the ‘museological dimension’  (Roberts, 1999).   Here I move on to present the continuing desire to 

bring order and thereby meaning into the expanding flux of contemporary visual culture.  At the 

core of my approach is the question of what the work depends on for meaning.  I draw on the 

paradigm shifts that occurred in the 1960s and 70s with the impact of continental philosophy and 

draw on the work of Foucault and André Malraux (1901-1976) particularly.  At photography’s 

origins it was realised that the flattening of an object by photographing it, reducing it from a three 

dimensional to a two dimensional thing, allowed for the admission into the museum and to the 

catalogue objects not previously possible. This schema or approach, while clear and ‘neat’, allowed 

itself as time went by to be open to critique.  Perhaps the most telling critiques were offered by Ed 

Ruscha who, through an ideas-based practice, created a more ironic and mocking stance towards the 

collecting habits presented earlier.    It is to the detachment from the realist framework and the 

departure from the more traditional support structures that I turn my attention.  

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Order and Coherence  



Foucault is considered a major figure in both structuralist and subsequently post-structuralist 

thought.  He has an ‘archaeological approach’ to historical research (Foucault, 1970: 207) which for 

the purposes of this thesis makes him specifically of interest.  In dealing with issues of how 

knowledge is understood he considers modes of knowing rather than knowledge itself.  History, 

Foucault states,  

Is not to be understood as the compilation of factual succession or sequences as they may have 

occurred, it is the fundamental mode of being of empiricities, upon the basis of which they are 

affirmed, posited, arranged, and distributed in the space of knowledge, for the use of such 

disciplines, or sciences as may arise. 

          (Foucault, 1970: 219) 

Order, Foucault proposed, has no existence except in ‘the grid’ created by a glance or an 

examination (Foucault, 1960, xxi).  It is in the area of collections, cataloguing and the inventory that 

his thinking about codes of a culture resonate perhaps most powerfully in relation to my own 

research.  Foucault speaks of a gap that he calls a ‘middle region’ ‘between the already encoded eye 

and reflexive knowledge’ (Foucault, 1960: xxiii).  It is perhaps in such a moment of change that the 

medium of photography could be seen to currently reside.  This ‘middle region’ Foucault proposed 

was ‘the most fundamental of all’ suggesting that how much we bring into this domain ourselves is 

key.  He proceeds with this as his central task writing: 

An inquiry whose aim is to rediscover on what basis knowledge and theory became possible; 

within what space or order knowledge was constituted; on the basis of what historical a priori 

[can] rationalities be formed. 

        (Foucault, 1960: xxiii) 

After which he continues with a desire not to progress knowledge towards some objective but to 

stay within the moment of knowledge itself through exposing: 

The epistemological field, the episteme in which knowledge … grounds its positivity … its 

conditions of possibility … what should appear are those configurations within the space of  

knowledge which have given rise to the diverse forms of empirical science. 

        (Foucault, 1960: xxiv) 



This he describes not so much as a history as an ‘archaeology’.  In The Order of Things Foucault 

positions the episteme as a set of ideals ordered by unconscious ideas that determine what constitute 

knowledge at specific moments in time. He suggests that one of the things that makes the episteme 

unique is the ‘unconscious stratum’ that is, the ‘precondition for accepted knowledge in each 

historical period’ (Merquior, 1991: 36).  Through the application of this ‘archaeological’ enquiry 

Foucault reveals ‘two great discontinuities in the episteme of Western culture’ (between c1650 and 

c1800 - from the end of the Classical Age to the start of the Modern).  It is because of this that, as 

Paul Rabinow (1944) says, ‘Foucault has often mistakenly been seen as a philosopher of 

discontinuity’ (Rabinow, 1984:9).  What Foucault positioned in-fact was that in the unfolded gap in 

the episteme there is still a ‘quasi-continuity on the level of ideas and themes’ (Foucault, 1960: 

xxiv) and it is these points of connectivity and influence that inform my next areas of research.  

Photography has since its inception inevitably been embedded in these complex organisations of 

knowledge, as was introduced in the previous chapter, and has responded to technological changes 

that have emerged as part of the medium’s evolution.   Where for me Foucault’s writing is perhaps 

most relevant is in drawing attention to the less visible indicators that signify a shift in the social, 

cultural and technological behaviours at a given time and in the providing of a loose framework in 

which to perceive systemic changes that occur from era to era.  

In this essay my research turns to the notions of order and coherence.  I identify seriality and the use 

of a typological approach, along with the notion of the prescriptive assignment, the written order or 

title, as becoming increasingly relevant as we increasingly witness a detachment of the image from 

traditional support systems and frameworks and try to understand new ways in which meaning is 

created.  To support my argument, in which I propose that the present condition of photography is 

not a direct result of the advent of the microchip but the result of a more linear journey, I introduce 

a type of photo conceptualism that emerged in the 1960s, particularly through the work of Ed 

Ruscha. While undeniably the medium and its practitioners have been affected by breaks and 

ruptures along the way I propose that many of the methodological approaches we are seeing today 

have their roots in this earlier 1960s moment which has seen such approaches aligned with a 

continuous rather than discontinuous model.  In identifying Ruscha as being fundamental in this 

trajectory I present an opportunity to trace an alternative path to the present moment.  To support 

this journey I will later turn to the work of Taryn Simon.  Simon I present as an artist who expands 



on Ruscha’s methodologies and becomes central to thinking about the digital present and 

determining what are the props used for meaning today.  I identify Simon as a practitioner who, 

while articulating a critique of sites of knowledge, is an artist who remains attentive to the 

materiality of the medium.  In this she shares connections with Höfer, who I discussed in the 

previous chapter, in mostly using a large format camera and choosing the sites of the gallery and the 

book as the final places to show the work.   

Louis Arago commenting on the medium’s role at its inception, wrote that photography heralded ‘an 

encyclopaedic transformation in the way the known and unknown world can be brought to 

order’ (Arago, 1980: 21).  Crimp similarly observed photography as an ‘organising device’, 

identifying that: 

photography not only secures the admittance of various objects to the museum; it is also the 

organising device: it reduces the now even vaster heterogeneity to a single perfect similitude   

          (Crimp, 1995: 50).   

For his analysis Crimp draws on French art historian and philosopher Andre Malraux, who in his 

book, Le Musee Imaginaire (1965), persuasively considered photography accountable for a number 

of changes in museum culture.  He proposed a collection of world art but outside of the need for it 

to exist in any given architectural space traditionally associated with it.  His suggestion is that the 

use of photography itself, mirrors as Talbot proposed, ‘the admittance of various objects, fragments 

of objects and details of objects to the museum’ (Talbot, 1844).  Photography is seen here in an 

organisational capacity, Malraux writing; ‘thus photography becomes the homogeniser of the 

complex and diverse museum’ (Malraux 1967: 54), enabling the creation of what he describes as a 

‘super-museum.’  This suggests the photograph as being able to flatten objects or scenes, lending an 

ability to order and present physical objects from any place in any combination of ways due to the 

shift from a three-dimensional to a two-dimensional surface.  This is an interesting and prescient 

observation in light of the presenting and storage of images on line, away even from the more 

traditional physical support structures previously required, such as the negative and the print.   

By identifying this shift in ‘matter’, by which I mean in this context, the shift from the need for the 

physical object such as a sculpture, in light of a copy, a substitution though photography, being able 

to stand in its place, I suggest here the beginnings of a process of dematerialisation in which 



photography was implicated had already begun.   Thus what is being presented by more 

contemporary writers as the shift in material presence as a response to the emergent digital 

environment I believe actually has always been a trait of photography.  What would appear to have 

changed is that the medium of photography itself has more recently undergone a further 

dematerialisation.  Where once at its core lay the physical materiality of the print and of the 

negative standing as the support structures of the medium, in their place now stands a different 

series of forms and supports such as the jpg, the pixel, the hard-drive and the screen, allowing for 

the image to be omnipresent, everywhere and yet nowhere at the same time.  Malraux’s proposition 

was that if the photograph can take the place of the artwork itself, then the collections lend 

themselves to an infinite series of recombinations and objects that can be stored in other formats 

such as books and catalogues and in a way that is ‘other’ to the medium in which the thing 

originally existed.  The digital image has further expanded this notion.   Malraux suggested that the 

ability of photography to isolate details and present artworks and objects in an ideal way, through 

the use of lighting and different viewpoints, was a key function of the medium, allowing for 

scrutiny in ways not previously possible.  More importantly in considering my position in this 

thesis, is his writing regarding the flattening nature and the reproducibility of the image where he 

identifies the role of photography as having changed the role of admissions into the museum and the 

catalogue.  Malraux suggested that art history became ‘the history of that which can be 

photographed’ (Malraux, 1967: 76), identifying this as a signalling point in his conception of the 

‘museum without walls’.  

  

In light of the emergent digitisation of museum culture and the nature of digital art projects such as 

the Google Arts and Culture project, formerly Google Art Project (Google, 2011), Malraux’s book 

now reads as a prescient text in the face of the dematerialising that has followed.  It shows that 

photography was already implicated in the disrupting and collapsing of the structures of physical 

admissions, geographical storage of the inventorial and the archival from its earliest moments, 

presenting the photograph and its relationship to opportunities for the grouping and reassembling of 

a multitude of potential narratives beyond the physical object itself.   Oliver Wendell Holmes 

(Silverman, 2015: 9-10) suggested that once the essence of the scene or object being represented 

photographically has been extracted and recorded, ‘the world itself can be thrown away’. For him, 

photography meant that:  

  



Form is henceforth divorced from matter… In fact matter as a visible object is of no great use 

any longer … Give us a few negatives of a thing worth seeing, taken from different points of 

view, and that is all we want of it.  Pull it down or burn it up, if you please. 

          (Silverman, 2015: 9-10) 

Where the digital image or the digital copy may still contain the essence of the original object, this 

substance, this ‘matter’, by which I refer to the physical properties of the photograph as something 

that can be held or touched, either through the negative or the print itself,  is increasingly being 

written about as being irrelevant in a world where people increasingly seek digital content.   One of 

the predominant forms of practice in post-photography involves ordering and collecting, in line with 

these earlier moments, through the use of ‘appropriated’ images.   While I lack the scope within this 

thesis to discuss this in significant detail it is relevant to draw attention to the idea that these habits, 

would seem to be a continuation of these same social and cultural aspects of the medium.   The 

technological element has expanded to include the possibilities of the ordering of information found 

online, already in an immaterial form, linking the image, internet and technology with past methods 

of collection but it is the academic ideas, the prescriptive assigning of at times arbitrary groupings, 

which further enable this approach.    

Away from the faith in Talbot, the museum, truth and the Enlightenment and the evidential nature of 

photography, the use of such an imposed intellectual ordering emerges as integral in creating 

meaning for the photographic series.  Foucault, in The Order of Things (1970) asks:  

On what ‘table’, according to what grid of identities, similitudes, analogies, have we become 

accustomed to sort out so many different and similar things? What is this coherence? 

         (Foucault, 1970:  xx1) 

Foucault’s observation and identification of the signaturist nature of order arose from his interest in 

an essay by Argentinian writer Jorge Luis Borges (1899-1986) called The Analytical Language of 

John Wilkins published in Other Inquisitions 1937-1952.  Borges, after discussing the ‘ambiguities, 

redundancies and deficiencies’ of an encyclopaedic system proposed by John Wilkins, lays out his 

now infamous fictitious taxonomy of animals found in a certain Chinese Encyclopaedia, The 

Celestial Emporium of Benevolent Knowledge, saying: 



in its remote pages it is written that the animals are divided into: (a) belonging to the emperor, 

(b) embalmed, (c) tame, (d) sucking pigs, (e) sirens, (f) fabulous, (g) stray dogs, (h) included in 

the present classification, (i) frenzied, (j) innumerable, (k) drawn with a very fine camelhair 

brush, (l) et cetera, (m) having just broken the water pitcher, (n) that from a long way off look 

like flies.   

         (Borges, 1952: 103) 

For Foucault this taxonomy shattered all the ‘familiar landmarks’ of his thought: 

as I read the passage, all the familiar landmarks of my thought—our thought that bears the stamp 

of our age and our geography—breaking up all the ordered surfaces and all the planes with 

which we are accustomed to tame the wild profusion of existing things, and continuing long 

afterwards to disturb and threaten with collapse our age-old distinction between the Same and 

the Other. 

         (Foucault 1970: pxv) 

Ed Ruscha  

In the work of Talbot, Ross and Höfer one can see the ordering and collecting habits of earlier 

moments and regimes.  I turn at this point to consider the work of  Ed Ruscha who is credited with 

having disrupted and subsequently pushed forward the boundaries of the medium in relation to a 

more ‘conceptual’ approach.  Benjamin Buchloch writing of this outlined that: 

Among the key strategies of future Conceptual Art that were initiated by Ruscha in 1963 were 

the following: to choose the vernacular (e.g., architecture) as referent; to deploy photography 

systematically as the representational medium; and to develop a new form of distribution 

(e.g., the commercially produced book as opposed to the traditionally crafted livre d’artiste) 

         (Buchloch, 1990: 119) 

Standing outside of, and in contrast to, the romanticism of Talbot, a part from the nineteenth century 

when a ‘creatively subjective picture was preferred’ (Batchen, 2011: 9) Ruscha ‘deliberately 



eschewed pictorial variation… in favour of rigorous serial form and deadpan images  (Batchen, 

2011: 9).   Where seriality itself had been previously seen, in the typologies, the epic surveys, of the 

German portrait photographer August Sander for example, it had previously been more entrenched 

in social concerns with documentary ambitions.  Ruscha’s work signified a move away from, and a 

dismantling of, the documentary approach as well as a rejection of an instinctive way of picture 

making in favour of a more prescriptive, serial way of working.  Jeff Wall (1946) suggested that 

Ruscha’s work, in contrast to the documentary style, offered only a ‘parodic reportage without 

event’ (Wall 1995: 39), suggesting that Ruscha’s photographs offer an ‘anonymous’ detached view 

that presents the viewer with seemingly a mere ‘social record’, negating the techniques and desires 

of the earlier photographic movements.  The idea of preferencing the concept ahead of the object 

and valuing the process over the final aesthetic stood apart from how photography had previously 

been considered and Ruscha’s work remains as a signal moment of this.  

Born in 1937 in Omaha, Nebraska, Ruscha grew up in Oklahoma City before moving to Los 

Angeles in 1956 to study graphic design at the Chouinard Art Institute (now The California Institute 

of Arts).   While studying he worked in various jobs, saying of this, ‘If you were going to go to an 

arts school, you had to have some skills that would allow you to moonlight in some other 

phase’ (McMahon, 2011).  Among the graphic arts jobs that he had, under the pseudonym Eddie 

Russia, were ‘layout designer for Artforum, painting signs, and hand-lettered gift 

boxes’ (McMahon, 2011).  The imagery and techniques associated with commercial pop art formed 

a key part of his stylistic approach, leading to the association of his work with the pop art 

movement.  Photography for him was just one of many mediums he turned to, such as drawing, 

print-making, painting and the book and he has repeatedly stated that he was not particularly 

interested in photography itself.  In an interview with American critic A.D Coleman (1943) he said 

of this relationship:  

I’m not intrigued that much with the medium … I want the end product; that’s what I’m really 

interested in.  It’s strictly a medium to use or not use, and I use it only when I have too.  I use it 

to do a job, which is to make a book. 

          (Ruscha, 1972) 

Ruscha mostly took the banality of the everyday American vernacular as his subject matter, making 

work in and around the contemporary, often emerging, spaces that surrounded LA. His subject 



matter featured, for example, gasoline stations, swimming pools and apartment buildings; places 

and objects described by Margaret Iversen (1949) as ‘anti-landmarks or poor monuments’ (Iversen, 

2010: 16).  Ruscha has said of these in interviews that, while he was mindful of the rapidly 

emerging consumerism and the impact it was having on the social and cultural landscape, it was not 

his intention to comment on this, instead stating a position of neutrality.  Speaking of his work in an 

interview to John Coplans 1920-2003), Ruscha said: 

I have eliminated all text from my books – I want absolutely neutral material. My pictures are 

not that interesting, nor the subject matter. They are simply a collection of “facts”; my book is 

more like a collection of Ready-mades. 

          (Ruscha,1965) 

By which he is referring to the ‘ready-mades’ of Marcel Duchamp (1887-1968), artworks that 

Duchamp made by exhibiting ordinary manufactured objects, retrieving the mundane of the 

everyday from obscurity.  The sequencing and repetitive nature of Ruscha’s imagery is in line with 

Pop art, reflecting the movement’s concerns with the consumption and the emergence of mass 

culture.  In Ruscha’s use of repetition and seriality the Minimalist interest in putting ‘one thing after 

another’ can additionally be seen.  Iversen proposes that Ruscha’s titles, as Duchamp’s did, provide 

a verbal ‘score’ (Iversen, 2010: 14) which can be seen as an instructive order that is then followed.  

Ruscha said of this that the ‘idea for a book title – Twenty-six Gasoline Stations, became like a 

fantasy rule in my mind that I knew I had to follow.’ (Ruscha, 2002: 23).  In an interview with 

Coplans he had explained that:  

The title came before I even thought about the pictures. I like the word “gasoline” and I like the 

specific quality of “twenty-six.” If you look at the book you will see how well the typography 

works – I worked on all that before I took the photographs. Not that I had an important message 

about photographs or gasoline, or anything like that – I merely wanted a cohesive thing.  

         (Ruscha, 1965) 

Such prescriptive collecting habits are in line with the ambitions of the earlier collectors of curiosi 

who similarly sought an umbrella of cohesion for their acquisitions as Borges drew attention to in 

his somewhat subversive passage that I introduced earlier.  Ruscha, in line with Borges, continued, 

through his use of a self-assigned inventory, to make ironic comment on just such habits.  The score 



(Iversen, 2010: 14), or schema/schemata (Koltz, 2007: 194), provides instructions that when applied 

to photography offer the ability to move and reposition items of subjects at will.  Iversen stated that: 

such notational systems dislocate photography from the reproductive logic of original and copy 

to reposition it as a recording mechanism for specific realizations of general schemata.  

          (Iversen 2010: 14)   

Koltz further proposes that the work of art then becomes ‘re-configured as a specific realization of a 

general proposition’ (Koltz, 2007:194).  This speaks back to the writing of Malraux. 

Twenty-six Gasoline Stations (1963) is arguably the best known of Ruscha’s photographically based 

works and reflects this literalness.  His adherence to exactly this type of textual instruction led to it 

being considered as a monumental and pivotal example that, as its title promised, contained 26 

gasoline stations all collected together in a way that reflected an inventorial, typological approach.   

 

    
            
  Fig. 21 Ed Ruscha, Standard, Amarillo,          Fig, 22  Ed Ruscha, Standard, Figueroa Street,  
 Texas, 1962,            Los Angeles, 1962 



The formal mechanisms were to sit somewhere between the scientific, the anthropological and the 

artistic, delivering in its presentation of objects, for comparison and scrutiny, the clarity and 

coolness of scientific distance, even though they ultimately lacked this credibility.  Ruscha has said 

of this work, made by photographing various gasoline stations along Route 66 on a simple camera 

with black and white film, that he used to drive between Oklahoma and LA several times a year and 

that where Monet had the Seine this is what he had available to him (Ruscha, 1963).   While making 

this journey, Ruscha stopped along the way and photographed the gasoline stations.  The work is 

made from the direction of L.A. back to Oklahoma, or at least this is the order in which it is 

presented in its final book form.  It is important to make clear though that he did not set out to make 

an exact documentary or inventorial record, choosing instead to miss out several of the stations 

altogether and in his final presentation within the pages of the book he deviated from the actual 

order the stations were in along the road.  Of interest to note, additionally, is that while repetitive 

and typological, there is a degree of individuality within each of the images which reflects a 

rejection of attention to detail and precision, in favour of a collection bound by an idea over 

aspirations to quality.  This is in contrast to Höfer, and as I later discuss, Simon who replicate 

exactly the same camera position and lighting which is paramount to their methodological 

approaches.  Within these pictures of Ruscha’s for example are varying amounts of garage forecourt 

and there are images made at different times of day, including at night, which reject this further 

element of control and attentiveness.   

The ‘road’ was something at the time that lay at the heart of the work of writers and photographers. 

Ruscha was to stake out an approach that stepped away from the lyrical, whimsical, allegorical and 

more emotional examples, instead presenting a practice that was more matter-of-fact in its delivery 

of information.  In his methodology Ruscha took an approach that was, on the surface, 

unprofessional and intentionally anti-aesthetic, something that has equally delighted and infuriated 

his critics.  Wall wrote of this: ‘Only an idiot would take pictures of nothing but the filling stations, 

and the existence of a book of just those pictures is a kind of proof of the existence of such a 

person’  (Wall, 2003).  All of the images that Ruscha presents serve to furnish an idea, a proposition 

that reveals no emotion or consciousness beyond that of the need to illustrate this thought. The same 

strict adherence to this serial approach is evident in each of Ruscha’s other books: Every Building 

on the Sunset Strip (1966),  Thirty-four Parking Lots (1967),  and Nine Swimming Pools and a 

Broken Glass (1968) where again the serial approach is used but with one deviation, as prescribed 



in the title.  Writing of Andy Warhol’s (1928-1987) Soup Cans (1962) and his choice of this 

repetitive comparative way of making work Foucault wrote: 

  

in concentrating on this boundless monotony, we find the sudden illumination of multiplicity 

itself – with nothing at its center, at its highest point, or beyond it – a flickering of light that 

travels even faster than the eyes and successively lights up the moving labels and the captive 

snapshots that refer to each other to eternity, without ever saying anything:   Suddenly, arising 

from the old inertia of equivalence, the striped form of the event tears through the darkness, and 

the eternal phantasm informs that soup can, that singular and depthless face. 

          

         (Foucault, 1977: 189) 

Krauss noted in her commentary on painters using grids that a fundamental re-ordering was taking 

place in the art of painters such as Piet Mondrian (1872-1944).  The grid in fine art is ‘flattening,’ 

‘geometricised’ and ‘ordered’ in its effects, she observes, concluding that ‘It is what art looks like 

when it turns its back on nature’ (Krauss, 1979:50) positioning a shift in depicting nature as a shift 

in dealing with matter.  Arguably it could be said that Ruscha’s work shares in the similarly 

reductive ambitions of the grid, and the use of this as a flattening, ordering, ideological device 

employed as a means to deliver information, something I will discuss later as connecting with 

Simon’s work.  Visible within this way of making work are points where Ruscha’s work connects 

with some of the ambitions and ideals as laid out in Sol Le Witt’s manifesto Paragraphs on 

Conceptual Art (1967), for example:


What the work of art looks like isn't too important. It has to look like something if it has physical 

form. No matter what form it may finally have it must begin with an idea. It is the process of 

conception and realization with which the artist is concerned. 

                     (Sol LeWitt, 1967) 

These same concerns echo something that Fontcuberta has reiterated in relation to ‘post-

photography’: 

  

Issues of meaning will take precedence over issues of representation.  It is hardly surprising then 

that in the realm of artistic expression digital photography should be unfavourable to certain 



developments of a formalist nature while accentuating others of a narrative and conceptual 

nature.  

         (Fontcuberta, 2002: 12) 

Ruscha can further be positioned as breaking from the traditions of the medium in his questioning 

of both notions of authorship and of the need for a high quality physical materiality.  Making work 

that could be read against photography’s background of highly aestheticized image-making 

reflecting the move from a subjective to objective way of making work.  Buchloh wrote that 

Ruscha’s:  

… was a particularly laconic type of photography at that, one that explicitly situated itself as 

much outside of all conventions of art photography as outside of those of the venerable tradition 

of documentary photography, least of all that of "concerned" photography.  This devotion to a 

deadpan, anonymous, amateurish approach to photographic form corresponds exactly to 

Ruscha's iconographic choice of the architectural banal [gas stations]. Thus at all three levels - 

iconography, representational form, mode of distribution-the given forms of artistic object no 

longer seemed acceptable in their traditionally specialized and privileged positions. 

          (Buchloh 1990: 122) 

The shift in the privileged position is something that Batchen draws attention to and the role of the 

photographer being something that Ruscha at this point reframes.  For example, Thirty-four Parking 

Lots in Los Angeles, (1967), while illustrating Ruscha’s typological system of approach, is an 

example of the delegation of the act of photographing altogether.  For this work, Ruscha hired a 

helicopter and commissioned aerial photographer Art Alanis to hover around one Sunday morning 

and record empty parking lots around Los Angeles from the air, work that Ruscha later made into a 

book which remains of interest to this day.  Presented most recently as part of Shape Of Light, 100 

Years of Photography and Abstract Art, which showed this year at The Tate Modern, London.  

Every Building on the Sunset Strip (1966) provides a further example of this and similarly draws 

into question the need or role of the photographer.  For this Ruscha devised a car-mounted camera 

system that offered a fixed, detached point of view from which to take images as a car was driven 

down Sunset Strip. Through the rejection of personal framing and pictorial variation in favour of 

this mechanical setup, each building was photographed from the same angle and height creating a 

repetitive set of images.   Referring to this technique Iversen called it a form of ‘auto-



maticity’  (Iversen, 2010: 13).  This methodology of Ruscha’s was a radical departure from the 

strongly aestheticised medium of photography which appeared to mock and question the position of 

both photography and the artist.  Ruscha's ‘harvesting’ images from sources such as a motorised 

camera on the back of a truck or the commissioning of an aerial photographer are examples of a 

conceptual way of working which broke from several of the medium’s classical support structures 

and contributed with the ‘transformation of the meaning of photographs’ (Batchen, 1994: 50).   

It is around this moment in photography’s history that I identify the beginning of what might be 

considered the contemporary ‘crisis’ and ‘uncertainty’ of photography.  Where Parr, Ross and Höfer 

are documenting, as did Talbot, through the use of considered image making, this way of working 

presented a radical departure.  I would suggest that the curation of images from surveillance and 

satellite systems and from the internet, which is so prevalent today, relies on these earlier moments 

of objective mapping for their legitimation.  Such an association is rich to explore but I lack the 

space in which to do so in this thesis.  The images contained in Twenty-six Gasoline Stations have 

been described variously as ‘dull’, ‘boring’, ‘insignificant’ and ‘banal’, (Wall 1995 and Batchen 

1994).  However, I would suggest that in light of the medium’s relationship to ‘art’ and the 

technological changes that followed, the increasing leaning to the use of appropriated images, 

makes these images, in many ways, anything but ‘banal’.  Increasingly I believe these historical 

precedents become more important to understand in the face of the growing rootlessness associated 

with the medium today.   

As well as challenging the position of the photographer, Ruscha challenged the position of the 

artist’s monograph, delivering many of his series as cheaply produced books that rejected the 

craftsmanship and quality previously typified by the livre d’artiste.  This eschewing of the more 

prestigious methods of image presentation was in line with the disposable consumerism of the time 

for which he turned to conventional commercial printing techniques in the books’ production.  

Claire Lehmann stated that: 

Ruscha has claimed a singular disregard for the artist’s book as precious object and preferred to 

expand the potential reach of his books by pricing them at just a few dollars… privileging a 

‘crisp’ look and ‘clear cut machine finish’. 

                  (Lehmann, 2017: 251) 

     



Aware that with his printing methods he was being disruptive, one of Ruscha’s statement sign 

drawings, now held in the Tate, read simply ‘Artists Who Do Books’, written in a white text that sits 

on a black pastel background - this being a seemingly ironic self-referential painting that plays with 

this idea further.  Books were a key part of Ruscha’s working methodology and between 1963 and 

1978 he had produced, self-publishing many of them, sixteen artist’s books (Phaidon 2017).  In 

Ruscha's case the book itself was the work of art not the individual images it contained.  Although 

Ruscha was actually rupturing the very notion of the validity of the formal book, he was in effect 

similarly placing a credibility and worth on the notion of a bound printed physical collection that 

revealed the curatorial habits of the artist, this of course being something that continues to remain 

valid in the appeal of the book as it continues to be of interest to photographers at the present 

moment.  This method allowed artists, inexpensively, an opportunity to shape and present their 

visual ideas and set an order and pace for their viewing in line with their creative intention for the 

work as well as offering control over every step of the process.  Simply but intricately designed, 

Ruscha’s books stood in contrast to the reduced quality images which reflected  a de-skilled, snap-

shot feel, highlighting that his aesthetic decision making had seemingly been prioritised in this 

element of layout yet had been somewhat rejected in the actual creating of the images.  Within the 

books he is attentive to the opportunities presented by the book as medium and chooses various 

approaches to layout, depending on what suits each project best.  One of the most iconic of 

Ruscha’s books, Every Building on Sunset Strip provides a good example to consider this.   

For Every Building on Sunset Strip, Ruscha’s fourth self-published photo book, Ruscha constructed 

a small (5 x 7 inch) book that was an accordion-fold design that pulled out to be 25ft long, which 

contained the images made from his 35mm car mounted camera.  These were of both sides of the 

mile and a half long strip of Los Angeles well known road, Sunset Boulevard.   

 



                               Fig. 23 Ed Ruscha, Every Building on Sunset Strip, 1966 

The images are delivered as two continuous, collaged, stitched panoramas that are stuck together, 

one running across the bottom of the page and the other across the top, showing this iconic stretch 

from both directions.  The accordion format seemingly invites the viewer to travel down the road 

forcing a linear reading as there are no pages to turn as such, reflecting perhaps Ruscha’s own 

journey down the road.  Simultaneously, and for me this is what continues to make the work of 

interest, the viewer is steered to make this same journey at a pace that speaks to the present in the 

form of mapping associated with the Google Streetcar and Google Streetview imagery projects.   

Ruscha presenting this work as a ‘virtual cruise down the Strip’. 

With Ruscha’s books there is no real text to speak of.  In contrast to the abundant use of text in The 

Pencil of Nature, which positioned the photograph in relationship to knowledge and the library, 

each of Ruscha’s books contain minimal text and many blank pages.   Ruscha’s interest in text is 

perhaps most obvious in his use of simple industrial-looking text which is in capitals on the cover, 

positioned against an otherwise white sleeve.  Where Talbot’s book reveres knowledge, culture and 

art, Ruscha’s books attempt to dismantle many of these aspirations.  Speaking with Coplans about 

his books Ruscha said:  

mine are simply reproductions of photos. Thus, it is not a book to house a collection of art 

photographs – they are technical data like industrial photography. To me, they are nothing more 

than snapshots. 

          (Ruscha, 1972) 

As well as these past precursors,  Ruscha’s books additionally disrupt the library’s own systems of 

classification, as Crimp explains.  When working in the New York Picture Library researching for a 

film, Crimp came across a copy of Twenty-six Gasoline Stations which was not in the art or 

photography section but in a more general section on transportation.  Crimp says of this: 

I now know that Ed Ruscha's books make no sense in relation to the categories of art according 

to which art books are catalogued in the library, and that that is part of their achievement. The 

fact that there is nowhere within the present system of classification a place for Twenty-six 



Gasoline Stations is an index of its radicalism with respect to established modes of thought.  

          (Crimp, 1993:78) 

In contrast to the revelatory nature of the work of Talbot, which portrays something of the life of a 

Victorian gentleman and the habits and manners of the day, what is revealed within these works are 

the serial methods of early conceptualism, with seemingly little trace of the artist himself.   These 

works reject the emotional and material concerns previously associated with photography in favour 

of a perfunctory ‘bureaucratic’ type of image collecting that favours the use of photography to 

illustrate an academic idea.  This is in line with Sol Le Witt’s consideration of the serial artist and 

something that I believe continues to be of relevance in considering the work of Taryn Simon, who I 

move on to shortly.  Le Witt wrote:  

The aim of the artist would not be to instruct the viewer but to give him [sic] information… One 

would follow one’s predetermined premise to its conclusion, avoiding subjectivity. Chance, taste, 

or unconsciously remembered forms would play no part in the outcome. The serial artist does not 

attempt to produce a beautiful or mysterious object but functions merely as a clerk cataloguing 

the results of the premise.  

         (Le Witt 2000: 226) 

The bureaucratic nature of such work formed the basis of Benjamin Buchloh’s seminal essay,  

“Conceptual Art 1962-1969: From the Aesthetic of Administration to the Critique of Institutions”, 

which was published in October 55 (1990).  It is this methodology and its concerns with 

cataloguing that is exactly what is revealed in Ruscha’s, and later Simon’s taxonomies.  Ruscha’s 

work has been useful to position with regard to the dismantling of the documentary approach and 

the creation of meaning where often there is none.  It stands, as I have suggested, as a precursor to 

much of the work of others that has followed and remains relevant to my research for this reason.    

I now turn to the work of Taryn Simon.  Simon’s work is of particular interest to my own research 

because although it shares commonalities with these points of reference it stands apart from them in 

reflecting her engagement and attentiveness to photography’s materiality and her alignment to a 

fine-arts based approach.  By which I mean her engagement with quality as evidenced through her 

use of a large format, her reference to the sublime in the vast scale of her finished artworks and her 

relationship to the commercial market.  This is in contrast to Ruscha who made clear in an interview 



with Coplans that for him: ‘photography was simply a tool, a means of accumulating data,’ 

asserting controversially, in 1965, that ‘photography is dead as a fine art; it’s only place is in the 

commercial world, for technical or information purposes’ (Coplans, 1965), and it is with this in 

mind that I now turn to Simon. 

Taryn Simon 

Ruscha’s work has been useful to position with regard to the dismantling of the documentary 

approach and the creation of meaning where often there is none.  It stands, as I have suggested, as a 

precursor to much of the work of others that has followed and remains relevant to my research for 

this reason.   Taryn Simon is an artist whose work I turn to at this point whom I identify as visibly 

reflecting traces of Ruscha’s influence, particularly in her serial and inventorial approach  and in the 

furthering of Buchloh’s proposition of ‘an aesthetics of administration’.   Simon’s work is of 

particular interest to my own research as although it shares commonalities with these points of 

reference it stands also apart from them in reflecting her engagement and attentiveness to 

photography’s materiality and her alignment to a fine-arts based approach.  

Simon in contrast has built an ouevre that both reveals and questions photography’s role when used 

for delivering information but has utilised a quality and beauty that was rejected by Ruscha. I 

position her work here as being simultaneously capable of being considered ‘fine-art’ and of being 

used for ‘information purposes’ seemingly contradicting Ruscha.  In each of her series Simon builds 

on the notion of the prescriptive, concept-led approach, but in several of them she leans to a 

typological seriality, as did Ruscha.  Her work reflects an ongoing commitment to a quality more 

relatable to the images of Höfer whose formal and canonical approach goes someway to alluding to 

the sublime.  Simon’s choice of use of a large format camera and tripod similarly furthers Höfer’s 

precise technical approach and the idea of a meticulously considered means of construction.  The 

duality of this is visible in Simon’s work, by this I mean the containment of both aesthetic 

approaches, that of the cataloguing and of the bureaucratic document are in close proximity to the 

formal ‘fine-art’ which, to me, is one of the things that makes her work so compelling.  In making 

images that are both seductive in their presentation and in their claims to knowledge through the 

subjective and the material, Simon’s work stands apart from the objective nature of the catalogue 



and the record.  Where thematically her work is about cataloging it is her commitment to the 

aestheticising of epic themes that has contributed to her success.  

While still being connected to the ‘aesthetics of administration’ through her subject and content 

choices,  each of Simon’s images is impeccably crafted and perfectly lit, revealing her commitment 

to the highest production values.  As Simon Baker wrote in his astutely named essay “A Refusal to 

Float Free of Origin or Destination”: 

Simon has staked out a practice that attends both to the aesthetic nature of the photographs as 

part of the history of the medium, and to its rhetorical, political and social functions outside this  

limiting and often introspective history.  

          (Baker, 2011) 

Where Simon has embraced the post 1970s position of photography to scrutinise institutional 

behaviours and values, she seems to have avoided the more self-conscious concerns and anxieties 

linked to the supposed ‘crises’ of the medium that I touched on in the introduction.  Where Ritchin 

(2008), Krauss (1999) and Mitchell (1992) discussed the potential collapse of the medium, instead 

of being sidelined by these changes Simon has seemingly embraced and harnessed them in both the 

construction and the content of her work.   The extensive way in which she works and the global 

scale of the topics she selects would seem to have dwarfed many such concerns these critics may 

have had.  From the depth of her research to the design and presentation of the final works, through 

taking ownership of every step of the production process, she has succeeded in creating artworks 

that are desirable as objects in their own right, demonstrating an ability to engage and hold the 

inherent contradictions of working in a visual medium, yet using it to relay information.  

This is something she recognises as being beyond the ability of the medium of photography itself 

and it is through her supporting documentation and texts that she makes this possible.  Her interest 

in archival behaviours and research is visible through the inclusion of large amounts of information 

delivered in the accompanying quotations and text panels.  These ultimately reveal that the images 

themselves, as Talbot originally drew attention to, are virtually ‘mute’.  Describing Talbot’s use of 

text Carol Armstrong wrote that he: 

  

leads us to the vanishing point of the photograph and out of the bounds of its visibility altogether, 

completing the circuit from surface description to perspectival reading and from the 



photograph’s contents to its enflaming edges.  Thus he ties the photograph to the world by 

mapping out its coordinates and connecting the landmarks within it to those without it.  If at the 

borders of the photograph we find history and geography, it is there we find text as well, 

enframing the image and securing it again to the world from which it was taken, strengthening its 

indexical links to time and space, and reinforcing its evidentiary ties to what lies outside of its 

visual scope  

          (Armstrong, 1999: 133). 

The relationship of the internal to the external is a theme that reverberates throughout much of 

Simon’s work.  She has said of her own use of text that, ‘the image is meant to float away into 

abstraction and multiple truths and fantasy, then the text functions as this cruel anchor that nails it to 

the ground’ (Simon, 2009).  As with Ruscha, she claims a purported neutrality to her work, but there 

is, I feel, a more overtly documentary impulse that underlies her practice.  In contrast to the 

comparatively simple ways of making work employed by each of the other contemporary 

photographers I have mentioned so far, Simon’s productions require an enormous team that is made 

up of researchers and assistants.  In the researching of An Occupation of Loss, there were 

additionally anthropologists, linguists and musicologists involved.  Her productions because of this 

and the extensive travelling involved, require colossal budgets. 

In this section I position Simon as something of an exemplar, as an artist who has adopted a 

conceptual way of making work and who has created a successful discursive practice, but one who 

through her use of a sensitive and intelligent approach, returns us explicitly to encyclopaedic 

knowledge.  This is of interest in relation to my own practice.  This she does to interrogate and 

question the assumptions of  knowledge rather than to endorse such models as she is seeking to both 

critique and dismantle any claims to absolutes of knowledge, while simultaneously subverting the 

notion of photography as evidence or truth.  To me what makes her work compelling is that while 

leaning on such systems of classification and order for the works’ construction, at its core, her work 

seeks to disrupt and dismantle these very same structures.  This is something that lies at the core of 

Ruscha’s methodology also.  Simon, though using different strategies, is similarly playing with 

ideas of authorship and curation to reposition the authoritative claims of such lists. While she can be 

said to employ something of a realist documentary approach, she questions and exposes the 

medium’s inherent limitations in each of her series.  Her bodies of work, as with bureaucratic 

folders that contain evidence, are made up of combinations that include not just images but 



extensive texts and supporting documentation which further supports her position that photography 

alone is never enough to communicate her message.  In her most recent work she turns to 

performance art and the space of the theatre, which I will discuss in due course. 

Standing apart from Ruscha’s interest in the vernacular, the local, the highway, the swimming pools 

and the parking lots of Los Angeles, which stand in comparison as almost non or anti subjects, each 

of Simon’s bodies of work deals instead with a series of vast interconnected dense ideas that are 

often at a global magnitude that are as difficult to comprehend as they are complex.  To make sense 

of these themes she relays information in very specific forms to make her ideas coherent.  For this 

she employs objects and structures associated with institutional and academic presentations creating 

a sense of authority, albeit a pseudo form of authority, through the use of, for example, extensive 

texts, bureaucratic records, the academic thesis, the catalogue and the presentational format of the 

grid.  Similarly, she leans to the museum and gallery space to further endorse the work’s power and 

legitimacy as well as to the high end published monograph, each of which stands in contrast to the 

‘de-skilling’ and rejection of such places and claims to knowledge and revelation as observed in the 

work of Ruscha.   

At its core Simon’s practice is research-orientated which supports her choice to refer to such 

institutional constructions and draws heavily on archival behaviours such as storing, cataloguing 

and key-wording.  Through employing this methodology she has produced an extraordinary amount 

of investigations that include such projects as:  The Innocents (2002), An American Index of the 

Hidden and Unfamiliar (2007); Contraband (2010); the web-based Image Atlas (2012) which led to 

The Picture Collection (2013); A Living Man Declared Dead and Other Chapters I-XVIII (2011); 

Paperwork and the Will of Capital (2015) and most recently, An Occupation of Loss (2017).  In all 

but An Occupation of Loss, which I shall discuss in more detail in due course, Simon’s explorations 

of canonical conceptually illustrated ideas use photography as central to her probing of the 

structures behind systems of power and control.  These range from areas such as imprisonment to 

border control and from ancestry, to botany, loss and diplomacy.  

In An American Index of the Hidden and Unfamiliar (2007) Simon plays with the notion of the 

presentation of knowledge and the construction of ‘truths’, delivering the final work in a way that is 

reminiscent of the bound academic thesis.  Aligning itself clearly with a museological environment, 

referencing through traditional taxonomy and categorisation and the presentation of artefacts in line 



with the earlier moments of empirical evidence. Within much of her work she employs the very 

strategies of classification, her use of text within the work a reminder of the power of language in 

the transmission of knowledge and the typological approach for example, to question knowledge, 

power and systems of authority, calling into question our confidence and faith in the ordering and 

presentation of knowledge.  Describing her work she has said:  

In all of the work you can see attention to the systems by which authority is established and 

conveyed and the ways in which we order ourselves and regulate and discipline ourselves and 

fall into line 

          (Nanoru, 2017).   

Simon says of her use of order that it is her, ‘trying to find some way to understand the systems by 

which we order ourselves … trying to find a logic in the overwhelming madness that surrounds 

us’  (Rose, 2016).  Curator Michal Nanoru has less generously said of her photographic inventories 

that as well as presenting a ‘face of objective and unquestionable authority’ they ‘ostentatiously 

expose the amount of effort and resources that went into them and present one elaborate 

classification after another’, further presenting ‘the language of one particular woman, her vantage 

point,’ (Nanoru, 2017).  Much of the clarity and power of her work lies in the assembling of images 

that construct her own narrative, observing the larger systems of which they themselves are a part.  

As with Ruscha her work continues to play with the absurdity of order and the construction of such 

systems.  Speaking of Simon’s work David Baumann has said her:  

Taxonomies are not objective, are not given, but invented - in this case, by Simon, and 

here she perfects them to the level where, as a spectator one has to take a step back to ask 

whether a fine line has been crossed between creating one’s own structure to manage the 

confusion of life and its reversal into a private mythology or obsession 

          (Daniel Baumann, 2015: 370) 

This is in line with Buchloch who observed in Ruscha’s work that ‘an arbitrary, abstract principle of 

pure quantification replaces traditional principles of pictorial or sculptural organisation and/or 

compositional relational order’ (Buchloch, 1990: 121-2).  In an essay written to coincide with 

Simon’s 2016 show at Galerie Rudolfinum, Prague, on surveying the extent of the six bodies of 

work for inclusion, Nanoru wrote: 



What is really uncovered in her projects, and especially the ones focusing on the 

taxonomies, indexes and classifications that are gathered for this exhibition, is the 

functioning of systems of knowledge, the various ways in which knowledge is produced and 

made real  

        (Nanoru, 2017).  

What he does not say is that in many cases it is the very limitations and failures of these systems 

and the flaws in the notions of the production of knowledge that she is critiquing throughout.  In 

The American Index of The Hidden and Unfamiliar for example, it is ‘forbidden’ or ‘hidden’ 

knowledge that becomes the subject of her enquiry as she questions the limits of access to 

information and indeed the limits of photography itself.   Created by Simon as a response to the 

terrorist attacks of 9/11 at a very specific time, this work looks inwards to America at a time when 

the government was looking outwards in search of ‘weapons of mass destruction’.   Speaking of this 

work she said: 

It’s my response to a moment when America is looking to understand things, and to dig 

deeper outside of its borders. I wanted to do the same thing, but within American borders. 

That’s why it’s also called ‘Unfamiliar’  

       (Aaron Schuman, 2007).    

The American Index of The Hidden and Unfamiliar is an example of the encyclopaedic constructs 

that I mentioned earlier.  What Simon seems to be asking is what kind of knowledge will the 

photograph produce, what systems does it rely on for its legibility as well as seeking to reveal the 

fissures in institutional behaviours.  Within it Simon plays on the use of boundaries, exploring the 

lines between public, expert, privileged and the authoritative in her efforts to get close to revealing 

what lies at the heart of America.  Aware that she is no privileged confidante, that she herself 

remains an ‘outsider’ looking in, she has said, ‘there are no insiders. And the outsider can never 

reach a core. He or she can only find ‘another perch from which to observe’  (Miessen, 2011: 3).   

As with other photographers such as Hunter and Parr, her presence in such spaces in some ways 

makes her a part of the mechanics of the very institutions she is critiquing.  She has said that she is 

aware that even with the privilege of access, she is photographing ‘still from another 

distance’ (Simon, 2009).  In this same talk she gives the example of a bomb being detonated 



specifically for her to photograph as an illustration of her becoming part of this very machinery, 

further questioning the evidential and revelatory nature of photography. 

Speaking of Borges’s encyclopaedic system introduced earlier Foucault said;  

It is not simply the oddity of unusual juxtapositions that we are faced with here.  We are all 

familiar with the disconcerting effect of the proximity of extremes, or, quite simply, with the 

sudden vicinity of things that have no relation to each other; the mere act of enumeration that 

heaps them all together has a power of enchantment all its own  

         (Foucault, 1970, p xvii) 

This same arbitrary connectivity of apparently disparate subjects contributes to both the uneasy 

tensions and the successes of The American Index of The Hidden and Unfamiliar.  Illustrating 

Foucault’s point that things ordinarily not in the vicinity of each other can work when they are 

curated together, in Simon's Index we find a Braille edition of Playboy, published and distributed by 

The National Library Service for the Blind and Physically Handicapped, a picture made in a Church 

of Scientology screening room taken at the private Celebrity Centre International in Hollywood and 

another depicting a Palestinian woman undergoing hymenoplasty cosmetic surgery in Fort 

Lauderdale.  Each is vying for attention, alongside images that reference areas as diverse as the 

military, justice and Hollywood such as the exploding warhead at Test Area C-80C, Eglin Air Force 

Base in Florida, the Jury Simulator deliberation room with a two-way mirror at DOAR Litigation 

Consulting, in New York, and the Death Star at the Lucas Film Archives. 

Made over a five year period, this work includes 57 images meticulously made with a 5x4 film 

camera presented, as with Ruscha and Höfer, in a full frontal ‘deadpan’ way.  Presented within the 

works are a self-selected inventory of spaces and structures-within-structures which set out to 

catalogue a multitude of institutions that make up the notion of America.  Simon is apparently 

mining them in an attempt to excavate the roots of power and influence, peeling back layer after 

layer with the hope of revealing something at the core.  Many of the images within the Index would 

appear to work in a liminal space, in a suspended moment apparently mirroring photography’s 

ability to seemingly remove something from time and hold it in a moment of suspension.  Examples 

of this are visible in her image titled Cryopreservation Unit, Cryonics Institute, Clinton Township, 

Michigan, 2004 where we learn in the text that held in the machine are the bodies of the wife and 



mother of cryonics pioneer Robert Ettinger, with the hope that one day technology will advance and 

they can be brought back to life.   Another example is Simon’s image; Nuclear Waste Encapsulation 

and Storage Facility, Cherenkov Radiation Hanford Site, U.S. Department of Energy Southeastern 

Washington State, 2007 where nuclear waste capsules containing cesium and strontium sit 

suspended.  There is a sense of this ‘in-between’ liminality throughout this and other projects, in 

this case perhaps reflecting the uncertain moment in Americas history when it was made, poised as 

it was, on the brink of war.  Simon’s camera is physically positioned on something of an invisible 

threshold between the outside and the inside worlds, interrogating where the limits of public access 

lie.  This duality of the internal and external is something that again lies at the core of the next work 

of hers that I discuss, A Living Man Declared Dead and Other Chapters I-XVIII (2011).  Beyond 

continuing to feed the human fascination for power and secrecy, Simon’s work builds a picture 

simultaneously of interconnectivity and disconnection.  In contrast to Ruscha’s interest in the 

vernacular, her work seeks to picture the larger geopolitics at play beneath the surfaces presented as 

everyday life.  Layer upon layer of the concurrently mundane and extraordinary subjects, 

referencing taboos and transgressions, jostle for attention alongside images from more mainstream 

spaces, each seemingly providing no more than another clue to her self-imposed riddle.   

Simon’s photographs result in a work whose ambitions are not always clear. Speaking of The Index 

at TedX in Oxford (2009) she said she hoped for a: 

disorientating entropy where you can’t find any discernible formula and where these things 

awkwardly jump from science to religion to security and you can’t completely understand how 

information is being distributed.  

         (Simon, 2009)   

Belief and knowledge, form recurring themes, belief being reflected in the image of two people that 

we understand to be of Jewish descent, who oppose the state of Israel, and in the picture of a pastor 

with his serpent.  These contrast with the scientific quest for knowledge in the image of  bodies 

decomposing in a wood at the forensic anthropology research facility in Tennessee, reflecting an 

area of scientific research and the frontiers and boundaries of human discovery.  In an image of 

Dynamo 111, Studying Magnetic Fields and Impending pole reversal at the University of Maryland 

and of Dr Jonathan Day with his arm in a mosquito filled box in Florida pictured in a meticulously 

staged and lit image, these form further reminders of the confluence of power, knowledge and 



technology.  Multiple ‘truths’ are presented but instead of reinforcing the idea of hierarchies of 

power Simon exposes the gaps and voids which become filled with an eclectic mix of doctrines, all 

pulling in different directions. This speaks back to Foucault’s positioning of such gaps. She has 

said: ‘There is no version of a positive ‘not knowing’.  Lack of knowing itself is a gap easily and 

readily filled with obfuscation to maintain and expand an unknowing state by the 

powerful’  (interview with Miessen, 2011: 3). 

Simon has in the past cited August Sander as an inspiration (Whittaker, 2014), but I can find no 

further reference by her that connects her to other artists or photographers.  On influences and 

influencers, where I see the bureaucratic aesthetics employed by Larry Sultan and Mike Mandel in 

Evidence (1977)  and the institutional critique pioneered by Hans Haack (1936-)  I similarly see 

influences in her use of grids that reflect the approaches of both the Bechers and Ruscha.  She has 

explained of her influences: ‘I take my work from science and news and the world that I experience 

and my interests in time and the future’  (Nanoru, 2017) and has suggested that her work comes out 

of her own subjectivities and doubt.  She has suggested that it was primarily her father and 

grandfather who shaped her thinking (Swartz 2012).  Her father worked for the US State 

Department and was stationed in the USSR during the Cold War,  Bangkok during the Vietnam War 

and travelled on government business to places such as Iran, Israel and Afghanistan.  During this 

time he ‘took a ton of pictures’ (Swartz 2012) and held informal slideshows of them on his return.  

Simon has said she learnt about the world through these Kodachrome slideshows.  Her grandfather 

made ground glass lenses for his own telescopes, similarly amassing a trove of data, of particular 

interest in understanding her desire to see more and in line with photography’s early moments 

through the experiments of Talbot.  She became interested in his findings being about things 

ordinarily beyond what was visible to the human eye, that which was out of sight, particularly in the 

sky and in minerals and in plants.  All of this Simon credits for having an effect on how she visually 

organises her material, which she has said she orders to enable her to inhabit and understand her 

chosen fields.   

In the majority of her images there are few clues that would inform the viewer of exactly what they 

are looking at and, unlike in the spaces in Ross or Höfer’s work, there are few indicators as to the 

previous regimes or epochs.  This highlights that the particular efficacy of this work, the specific 

nature of the photograph as an index, can only work alongside the text that she supplies.  One image 

that stands apart from the majority of her works in this respect and does contain traces to different 



eras is a picture of the Nixon gift vault which includes two formal painted portraits of Nixon 

presiding over the archives.  The portraits of Nixon hang next to a wall clock in a room where 

articles from the past are stored for safekeeping and accessing in the present.  Even with these 

further layers though it is in the text that the meaning of the work is positioned and Simon’s 

rationale for including the space is revealed.  I include both the image and text here to illustrate this 

point: 

 

                    Fig. 24 Taryn Simon, Nixon Gift Vault, US National Archives and Records  
Administration College Park, Maryland (2007) 

President Richard M. Nixon is the only US President whose presidential materials and records 

are governed by the 1974 Presidential Recordings and Material Preservation Act (PRMPA). This 

Act of Congress stipulated, among other things, that presidential materials related to abuse of 

governmental power be processed and retained by the National Archives in the Washington DC 

area…  

          (Simon, 2003: 109) 

I move on at this point to considering another series of Simon’s,  A Living Man Declared Dead and 

Other Chapters I – XVIII (2011), of which she has said she was interested in ideas surrounding fate,  



to understand ‘whether fate is determined by blood, chance or circumstance’ (Simon, 2011).  

Batchen describing this work wrote that it is ‘an extended mediation on the political economy of 

fate’  (Batchen 2011: 232).  In this series Simon seeks to bring together further apparently disparate 

subjects that reflect ‘those things we cannot do anything about (our genetic inheritance) with those 

we can (its consequences)’ (Batchen 2011: 232).  As with The American Index, Simon similarly 

undertakes the task of presenting viewers with epic themes but this time on a global level, revealing 

for example areas such as injustice, disease, violence, exploitation, dictatorship and deeply held 

fundamental beliefs.  These are universal subjects that without the text would be impossible to 

decipher from the images alone.  Batchen further wrote of this work that: 

This otherwise overwhelming cavalcade of history is given an illusory order and coherence by 

the imposed discipline of Simon’s photography and her mode of presentation.  The photography 

too is a repetition of a sort  

          (Batchen, 2011: 240) 

He is referring back, of course, to the similarly typological approach taken by artists such as Ruscha 

and Höfer.   

Produced over a four-year period (2008–2011) A Living Man Declared Dead and Other Chapters I 

– XVIII records the bloodlines and related stories behind them of 18 individuals and their 

ascendents and descendants.  These Simon presents as a catalogue with 18 chapters, each of which 

corresponds to a single bloodline reflecting again the notion of an inventory. For example, in 

Chapter I she presents a man and three of his living family members in India who, on paper, do not 

exist.  It is to this story that the title for the project relates and we learn that they are recorded as 

legally dead in the local registry in order to deny them any hereditary transfer of land.  This man’s 

relatives had apparently bribed officials to register him as dead in order to inherit his father’s land.  

In Chapter II her subjects are the descendants of a man who was sent by the World Zionist 

Organisation in 1907 to investigate the potential for Jewish settlements to be established in 

Palestine.  Each chapter reveals both the internal and external forces at play in people’s lives.  

Issues of identity, memory and heredity become visible in the stories she chooses to include, those 

such as the abduction of South Koreans by North Korea, victims of genocide in Bosnia, the first 

woman to hijack an aeroplane, the body double of Saddam Hussein’s son Uday, to albino people in 



danger of physical attack in Tanzania for their apparent magical powers along with the inclusion of 

a modern Australian pest in the form of a nineteenth-century European rabbit.   

Where A Living Man Declared Dead and Other Chapters I – XVIII departs from other bodies of her 

work is in its use of an absolute in the form of the bloodline, which anchors her seemingly 

discretionary subject choices back to something indisputable.  The use of the bloodline lends a form 

of scientific credibility to her work, which has not previously been seen in her inventories.  She has 

said of this; 

I have always catalogued things. I give them the appearance of being an index, but it's actually a 

more abstract mess that's given the appearance of order. And I started thinking, what is an order, 

an absolute order that I cannot curate or edit and that lead me to blood. 

         (Comstock,2012) 

Batchen has written of this saying:  

As a total ensemble, A Living Man Declared Dead locates the photograph’s capacity to record 

exactly what is seen within the classification processes of the archive, a system of knowing that 

feigns neutrality while quietly imposing a framing decided in advance.  

          (Batchen, 2011: 240) 

This collection of Simon’s therefore stands as simultaneously cohesive and arbitrary.  Where her 

adherence to the blood lines provides a spine to the work, the other relationships suggest more 

about the elements of chance and fate that have rocked the lives of the people involved and this 

seemingly refuting her claim of an absolute order with no room for curation.  Simon herself 

acknowledges this duality though talking of ‘the order of blood butting up against the disordered 

stories of violence and deceipt that make up the stories’ (Simon 2011).  The continuity and seriality 

that runs through each chapter reveals, I feel, ultimately a concentration of disparate stories.   Each 

of the chapters is presented as triptychs which seems to accommodate this spectrum of approaches 

and are designed to be read from left to right.  

      



               

Fig. 25  Taryn Simon, A Living Man Declared Dead and Other Chapters I–XVIII 

The first panels contain portraits that have been made of the individuals who belong to the given 

bloodlines. The portraits themselves are plain, ‘dead-pan’ being made simply as formal recordings. 

These are presented as systematically ordered typological studies displayed in grid formats, which 

appear to align them more with the unemotional records of science or social anthropology than art, 

displaying an aesthetic of the bureaucratic record rather than the commissioned portrait.  Batchen 

writing of these said that:  

the subjects of these portraits, if that is what they are, reside in some kind of non-place, having 

been captured with the serial dispassion of an academic experiment. 

               (Batchen, 2011: 232) 

   

Each is being photographed the same distance from the camera, against the same backdrop under 

the same lighting conditions.  Each adopts the same seated pose with hands in their laps.  Later 

Batchen wrote that their ‘deadpan matter-of-factness’  steadfastly refuses to ‘offer the usual artistic 

pleasures of affect, exoticism or even horror’ (Batchen, 2011: 234).  However, it is in the factual 

text that anything is revealed and any connections can be made.  Writing about Simon’s use of this 

serial approach Iona Whittaker said:  



Simon’s endeavour can be loosely connected with the so-called “archival turn” of the end of the 

20th century, wherein the archive broke free from closed historical record to touch the desires 

and attention of society at large. Later, in 1929, August Sander (whom Simon cites as an 

inspiration) produced his “Face of Our Time.” This backdrop lends Simon’s project an air of 

authenticity and longevity. 

                      (Whittaker, 2014) 

Batchen previously connected Simon with Sander suggesting that Simon’s recordings of each 

individual and her choice of approach and presentation lead to a reading of them as ‘collective 

evidence’ rather than encouraging the viewer to look ‘for signs of personal character’.  This he 

supports with a quote from Sander who said that “Photography is like a mosaic that becomes a 

synthesis only when it is presented en masse” (Batchen, 2011:236).  This refers to the Family of 

Man project curated by Edward Steichen (1879-1973), which considered the points of solidarity and 

connectivity that bind people throughout the world that would reflect ‘the gamut of life from birth 

to death’ (Steichen, MoMA).  This stands in contrast to Simon’s curation which has intentionally 

sought breaks in the familial bond and found lines to trace that speak of violence, deception and 

unrest rather than the humanistic inclinations of this earlier project.  Batchen has said of this work 

of Simon’s that she:  

takes the logic of his project to hyperbolic extreme, making her images more numerous and 

seemingly mechanical than his and inscribing the conceptual architecture of ethnography … 

directly onto the wall, where we can see it for what it is.  

        (Batchen, 2011: 236)  

For reasons such as army service, imprisonment, social or religious concerns or, in some cases, 

simply that the descendants whereabouts were unknown, several members of the bloodlines could 

not be photographed.   Because of Simon’s self imposition of a rule to include everyone, where this 

is the case there is a portrait of the backdrop with the sitter missing with just the text to fill the void.  

Where the sitter is absent I personally do not feel cheated or that anything is lost.  In some ways this 

approach would seem to work against photography, standing as a reminder that these are all just 

constructs of Simon’s and are part of an elaborate performance that she is enacting.  The data, the 



evidence, the facts are actually in the text and not revealed in the mechanical image itself in this 

case.  

These panels of grids are followed by a second set of panels which contains text in which Simon 

presents a narrative about the bloodline's significance and assembles further details, which, she has 

said, is designed in the form of a scroll (Simon, 2011).  It is in these panels that Simon’s narration 

becomes visible and the stories unfold. For example, we learn that polygamy is viewed in Kenya as 

being both a prevention against Aids and as an alternative to infidelity and that children from 

orphanages in the Ukraine are targeted for human trafficking and prostitution.  Some of these stories 

include highly controversial figures such as Hans Frank, who governed Poland for Hitler, and many 

are from places renowned for war, bloodshed and violence, such as Palestine and the Western 

Balkans.  Each story reveals cycles of oppression and corruption while simultaneously portraying 

an innate strength and a will to survive among each group.  These stories provide something of a 

counter narrative that would seem to unravel the orderliness apparent in the first works.  Where the 

internal structure of the bloodline is orderly and presented with the precision and rigidity of an 

architectural structure, the destinies, the fate, of the individuals featured, subjected to the external 

factors of life appear, in contrast, to be in free-fall, with no design or framework.  

In the third set of panels, the right hand panels, support this unravelling further and serve as 

Simon’s ‘footnotes’ and provide more supporting, primarily, photographic evidence.  These appear 

as a more intuitive space, where fragments and pieces that contribute to the puzzle but are not easily 

catagorized are presented.  Whittaker describes these final panels as ‘a repository of displaced 

materials that frustrates any attempt at creating a comprehensive archive’ (Whittaker, 2014).   Each 

includes a numbered key with biographical information about each subject who sat for her. For 

example, there is footage from the Slobodan Miloševic trial along with graffiti from the site of a 

massacre and the photographs of Yahia impersonating Uday Hussein.  The disorderliness to these 

final panels is a reminder of the way information is stored and increasingly reflects methods of 

digital accumulation where things push up against each other but eschew traditional methods of 

holding and accessing.  Simon herself has said of this section that:  

it’s meant to kind of reflect how we engage with histories and stories on the internet in a less 

linear form so it’s more disordered and this disorder is in direct contrast to the unalterable order 

of a bloodline. 



          (Simon, 2011) 

This final series of panels would appear to raise more questions than they answer and opens up the 

possibility of multiple further bloodlines and stories that could be pursued.  This, in some ways, 

mirrors the infinite data accessible online, further suggesting a foreboding sense of the futility of 

such a task as Simon's in that there are limitless possibilities for configurations and the end can 

never be reached.   This mirrors The American Index in the unending possibilities for potential sites 

that could be included into her self-selecting encyclopaedia.  Simon herself appears overwhelmed 

by the vastness of the archive she has amassed in A Living Man Declared Dead and Other Chapters 

I – XVIII with its staggering accumulation of text and images.  She has spoken of the relentless 

cycles of birth and death and of the inevitable creation and accumulation of data associated with all 

of our lives in-between these moments and questioned whether we are actually contributing to 

evolution or simply ‘whether we are actually on repeat’ (Simon, 2011).   

Making sense of the unfathomable, a key notion of the sublime, lies at the core of much of her work 

and the selection of topics that she addresses.  Similarly the tensions created by her presenting of 

polarities such as presence and absence, order and chaos, life and death, beauty and terror could be 

associated with the sublime.  The infinite, the never ending, the vastness that is far greater than us 

as individuals, provides a framework for her own curation of stories in an attempt to assert control 

and make sense of this. In this she is being supported by her selection of epic scales of delivery for 

the presentation of her works that further reference these ideas and enable her practice to transcend 

the limitations of ‘photography’.  

Although supposedly the work is about the incontestable nature of the bloodline that Simon rigidly 

adheres to I see two points of rupture.  The first is in Chapter VI in which she includes a bloodline 

of rabbits where in all the other works there are humans.  The portraits are presented in the same 

dead-pan typological way as the human sitters on each of the other first panels.  In this chapter we 

learn that twenty-four European rabbits were taken to Australia in 1858, where being prolific 

breeders and there being an absence of predators, their population grew from twenty-four rabbits to 

half a billion in one hundred years.  Within her documentation it is revealed that the Australian 

government used genetic diseases and later euthanasia to control them.  The second chapter which 

appears to stand apart is her chapter on China, Chapter XV, which has a collaborative or 



performative element to it.  Simon was offered a family by the state to photograph but she remains 

unclear as to the grounds on which they were selected.  This curation by the bureaucratic 

mechanisms of a state is something that she returns to in An Occupation of Loss which I will 

discuss shortly.   More revealing about the State’s censorship is her presentation of the work that 

was censored by China during the process of organising her exhibition in Beijing in 2014.  Julius 

Purcell, (2103) said about this:    

In just one detail in a case brimming with irony, parts of precisely this chapter were later denied 

entry into China: the censors censoring the censors. Simon’s unusually passive role in its 

construction, she says, “makes me see the China chapter almost as a piece of performance art”. 

          (Purcell, 2103) 

When the work was shown in Beijing it included just twelve chapters and among them were the 

black-painted oblongs and squares that hid what was beneath them. These represented works that 

were either refused entry altogether to China or were deemed too sensitive to show.  Simon’s South 

Korea chapter was exhibited with all three panels blacked out.   As Purcell (2013) says ‘with these 

black spaces, both curator and artist seem to have hit on an intriguing tactic: compliance vying with 

defiance’ which seems to extend the life of the project enabling it to  ‘evolve in contact with new 

conditions’ Purcell (2013).    

The making visible of the invisible, with its points of reference to the early moments of 

photography, is something Simon seeks to address with each of her series.  Batchen has said of this 

in regard to this particular series: ‘Simon nevertheless succeeds in making visible what is otherwise 

not able to be seen: the lived traces of history, power and desire’ (Batchen, 240).   But, as has been 

discussed, and is highlighted again by Simon, this exposure is not through her photography alone 

but through the narration found in the text and the presentation of amassed archival items.  I want to 

just present one last body of work, An Occupation of Loss (2017).   In contrast to Simon’s use of 

photography, where previously she has given substance to the invisible and the abstract, this stands 

apart from the deluge of the physical stored items and records of the past that Simon has both sifted 

through and created herself, this latest work of hers stands as a move away from and a rejection of 

such props.  The need to collect and hold knowledge has turned instead to the ephemeral, the 

intangible, through the use of a medium that is more transient and fleeting.   

   



Where A Living Man Declared Dead displays ultimately survival against all odds as witnessed in 

the descendants of a bloodline, An Occupation of Loss conversely takes up the subject of death, 

which Simon presents through the curation of a series of performances by professional mourners to 

speak of the ‘global condition of mourning’ (Wooldridge, 2017), to consider ‘the anatomy of grief 

and the intricate systems we use to manage contingencies of fate and the uncertain 

universe’ (Simon, 2017).  She presents a ‘universality of loss’ (Wooldridge, 2017), making public 

the otherwise more personal experience of grief.  The abstract space that grief creates is seemingly 

contained and brought to order through the construction of an enormous installation at the Park 

Avenue Armory in New York and the employment of professional mourners, vocational mourners, 

who Simon first came across while researching A Living Man Declared Dead.  The scale on which 

she does this, as with her other works, through both the choice of such an epic overarching theme 

and the space of the theatre itself reflect further the magnitude of the topics that she documents and 

again contains references to the sublime and the scale to which it was associated.  Where in the past 

Simon has staged work with enormous installations of text and images in large gallery spaces, in 

this series she creates an actual theatrical stage that requires a further level of immersion from the 

audience who are invited to pass through the elaborate structures, while the mourners wail and 

lament.   

For this work Simon systematically researched surviving practices of lamentation, many of which 

trace their origins to pre-Christian and pre-Islamic eras.  She selected from these 21 different types 

of ritual to include, these from places as diverse as Greece, Ghana and China, Azerbaijan and 

Romania.  Within her installation she placed these singers and musicians who performed these 

recitations, uniquely enacting their own very specific rituals of grief.  This adds something that is 

arguably missing from her previous series, an element which is pivotal for a truly aesthetic 

experience.  In this she may be said to engage with the idea of the sublime, where the aesthetic 

experience moves us into the deepest of emotions.  By creating, via the sonic experience, an 

emotional response there is a beauty that transcends her photographic works that leads her audience 

more fully into an emotional experience.  Where I previously resisted Ruscha’s suggestion, included 

earlier, that photography as a fine art was dead quoting him as saying that ‘photography was only a 

tool, a technical means of assembling information’ what becomes clear to me when considering this 

work is how much further the medium of sound and the performative nature of the immersive 

experience can take us.  Simon has created a work which can take someone emotionally in ways 



that are beyond the photograph and the limitations of the senses involved and as such she is dealing 

with the sublime in art.  

Where photography had formed the core of Simon’s previous bodies of work, in contrast, the only 

photographs that relate to this work follow afterwards, in a small supporting catalogue which each 

visitor is given when they leave and later in a book that documents the work.  These include, as 

with the portraits in A Living Man Declared Dead, the serial, typological style of portrait that she 

made of the actors and actresses, the professional mourners, against a neutral backdrop.  These are 

positioned alongside the documentation of an exhausting visa application process, the 

documentation of which seemingly takes priority over the pictures, and in the book format, over the 

performance itself.  As Simon does in each of her series, after exposing the control and exertion of 

things bigger than ourselves, in this case death and ancient cultural rites - she returns to her 

exploration of the bureaucratic records and systems of administration that lie beneath the surface 

and shape so much of our lives.  In this case she turned to the U.S. governments immigration office.  

In a move that required her to relinquish something of her own obsessive need for control, she 

appears to have allowed the immigration office to provide the main content.  She has said of this 

approach and what it meant for the actors that it was:   

in many ways curated - unbeknownst to them - by the U.S. government, because the absence and 

presence of performers was determined by them. To get these individuals into the United States, 

you have to apply for a P-3 Visa, which is this massive pile of papers with academic and expert 

testimonials, and validating these people as “culturally unique” according to government 

standards. 

          (Simon, 2016) 

Having laboriously filled in applications for everyone involved in the performances these were then 

subsequently filed by Simon’s team with the U.S. Citizenship and Immigration Services (USCIS) 

and local consulates to ask for approval.  All of this Simon documented and it is the excerpts from 

this process and the supporting documentation, reflecting the seemingly arbitrary acceptance and 

rejections, that were provided in the catalogue and then further published in her monograph.  In 

contrast to the transient nature of theatre as medium, as with Simon’s other works, the final work is 

ultimately shown in a book, a monograph, published by Hatje Cantz (2018) which stands as a 

record of this epic endeavour.  Where the theatre space presented the spectacle of mourning and a 



richness of cultures and traditions Simons book lays out the complexities of the nature of the 

immigration process.  It stands as a factual record and in contrast to her previous books is not 

photographically led.  The visa documents are supplied and form the bulk of the content, the same 

portraits of the professional mourners, accompanied by some text, are simply included in the back.  

Writing of the contradiction between these two components — the space the professional mourners 

occupy and the subject of death versus the mechanical visa application process — Wooldridge 

noted,  ‘It is a challenge not to cry in response to the apparent mass sadness in the performance, and 

hard to respond emotionally to the bald and complex administration of the state’  (Wooldridge, 

2018).  Simon has said of her use of such binary oppositions, in an interview with Homi Bhabha: 

‘It’s the idea of being authentic and scripted simultaneously, being of the past and the future 

simultaneously, being with the living and the dead simultaneously’ (Simon, 2018).   

Where the work is performative Simon’s role is something of a performance in itself.  This is in line 

with Ruscha, who Iversen suggested followed ‘the long-standing artistic tradition of instructional 

performative practices’ (Iversen, 2010: 19).  This is something Homi Bhabha further took up in an 

interview with Simon in relation to An Occupation of Loss saying: 

I think that your work is important not simply for the final product, but all of the processes that 

go into the work: the bureaucratic processes, the conceptual processes, the journalistic processes, 

the archival processes, the conversations with anthropologists, the conversations with legal 

scholars. All of that archive may not be immediately visible to the viewer, but it is very much 

part of the internal structure of the work 

          (Bhabha, 2016) 

This similarly is something Batchen drew attention to in his writing on A Living Man Declared 

Dead and Other Chapters I – XVIII, suggesting that ‘This then, is the story behind these other 

stories, a saga that is almost deserving of a documentary of its own’ (Batchen, 2011: 234). 

In contrast to her past works, which have made physical a series of academic ideas and brought an 

illumination to areas through the act of photographing, the live but ephemeral nature of this 

performance would seem to move her away from the need to collect and hold knowledge in a move 

that leans to something more transient.  Away from the photographic and textual Simon has turned, 



in this work, to something that is neither song nor speech but an almost primeval wail,  which 

connects with the viewer on an emotional level.  Her choice of medium reflects something of our 

present moment and the impossibility of finite ordering and storage.  Where physical items have 

their inherent limitations the immaterial nature of the digital means it is not subject to these same 

laws and controls.  In this case, through choosing  the processes of death and the bureaucracy 

involved in the immigration process, Simon has created a space that draws attention to the passing 

of the physical in the mountains of records that survive us all.  This contrasts with oral traditions, 

which are passed down from generation to generation, seemingly with no physical trace or imprint. 

Where photo-conceptualism does not acknowledge the research behind the archive, it has been 

useful to explore it to understand where the points of influence and connection have been in the 

nature of overt authorship and construction of the series.  Where Simon’s inventories suggest 

Borges and the individualistic nature of taxonomical constructs, they simultaneously illustrate 

Malraux’s notion of the collapsing of the physical and the potential that follows the arranging and 

re-arranging according to a particular narrative, once an item has been reduced to a smaller 

reproduced form.  I have used this to clarify my own concerns as my practice has evolved in 

parallel with the unravelling of systems and orders of physical storage.  For all of photography’s 

promise of revealing, as I  proposed in The Photographing of Spaces of Learning, from Talbot to 

Höfer,  in Ross’s behind the scenes works, in the spaces of social architecture made by Höfer along 

with Hunter and Parr’s ambitions to portray behaviours of privilege and patriarchy, what is actually 

consistently being revealed conversely is where the limitations of the medium lie.  For me it has 

been essential to understand how Ruscha and Simon have gone beyond these boundaries.   




