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examples of images that sap aura, and as precursors to surrealist photography: ‘they suck aura
from reality like water from a sinking ship”."* Benjamin's definition of aura is ambiguous, however
it can be described as an unnameable quality that makes an original authentic and is diminished
when an image is reproduced. In his words: ‘What is aura? A strange web of time and space:
the unique appearance of a distance, however close at hand.”” The association of aura to webs,
to intricate woven patterns of time and space, hints at the historical inclination of his project.
In their extrapolation of life's traces — deserted street corners, broom shops, empty mansions,
architectural oddments — Atget's images sought to represent the odd or unusual aspects of
society and place, and to document buildings that were disappearing rather than the ‘great sights
and so-called landmarks’. His largely uninhabited images suck aura because they suck life.

In the tradition of Atget, other photographers such as August Sander, also chose to record
subjects on an impressive, encyclopaedic scale. And there are artists who, since the strategy of
serial repetition was embraced by minimal and conceptual artists in the 1970s, have likewise
utilised the effects of accumulation, resemblance and difference. Bernd and Hilla Becher and
Simryn Gill, for instance, employ this methodology to particular ends. The Bechers’ typologies
systematically document waning objects from an industrial era. Like Atget, their practice is
motivated by the passing of time and the diminishing nature of their chosen subject matter —
such as blast furnaces, silos and cooling towers. They also classify their subjects, in this case
according to function. However, unlike Atget, their images suggest objectivity, with each black-
and-white print produced within an equivalent formal and aesthetic criterion.

Simryn Gill's series of photographs of abandoned sites and buildings in Malaysia is
saturated with colour and verve. Here, in 116 images, the environment is taking over; greenery
covers fagades and interiors, swallowing up the remnants of human activity. Gill's images
mingle nature and culture; they annex the past but are nonetheless implicated in the future,
where the paradox of time ‘standing still’ is the promise of it passing. inexorably. Atget, Gill and
the Bechers all employ serial methodologies but with diverse intent, import and visual effect.
which clearly relate to their temporal specificity. Similarly, through a process of repetition, their
photographs notionally layer the past, with time accruing both within the picture and in the
details between each image.

The imagistic thread that Atget. the Bechers and Gill weave is through complex
passageways of time and space - ‘the unique appearance of a distance, however close at
hand’. Benjamin’s lamentation or celebration of ‘aura’ was as much about loss as it was about
remembrance.” Here, in the work of the Bechers and Gill, the passing of time and its effects are
held immemorial because the images ultimately reveal a foreseeable process of decay. These
images are speculative evocations of place, as well as a record of historical circumstance. To
use Gill's words, they reveal ‘a place in time where, one might say, the past lies in ruins,
unkempt and untended, and the future also somehow has been abandoned and has started to
crumble. No way forward, no way back.””

Imagination and reason

A photograph can witness the vastness of the natural world, and encapsulate a sense of awe
and wonder at its power. Imagery such as this relates closely to the modern understanding of
the sublime in 18th-century literature, in particular the dissolution of the self before the
uncontrollable splendour or terror of nature. Much has been written about the meaning of
the sublime and it remains a contested term as well as the basis of modern aesthetic theory.
The two principal texts contributing to the discourse are by Edmund Burke and Immanuel Kant.
In A philosophical enquiry into the origin of our ideas of the sublime and the beautiful, published
in 1757, Burke defines the sublime as an effect that generates a strong emotional reaction.



These subjective qualities were discussed some years later by Kant, who, in Critique of
practical reason 1788, accorded internal and external features to the sublime; a moral
dimension to the universe’s constitution. In his study of Kant, French philosopher Gilles Deleuze
writes that: ‘The Sublime thus confronts us with a direct subjective relationship between
imagination and reason.””® The French philosopher Jean-Francois Lyotard, who advocated
feeling and sensation, examined these ideas, proposing there are limits to reason as it relates
to representation. And it is this aspect, the link between subjective and objective realms that in
some ways forms the cornerstone of contemporary reinvigorations of the sublime.”” While
acknowledging the tradition, and employing some of its historical motifs, artists are also deeply
embedding into their work that same sense of dissolution of the self — and of its affect — when
imagining the indescribable in visual terms.

Two artists whose photography alludes to the sublime are Hiroshi Sugimoto and David
Stephenson. In Sugimoto’s seascapes and theatre images long exposures exploit photography’s
capacity to soak up light. In isolation and en masse the seascapes are meditative and silent,
imaging waters that have been in existence for thousands of years. The technique of absorbing
light into the negative metaphorically corresponds to the idea of condensing time and to the
loaded association between past and present that these images symbolise in their universality.
The same is true of David Stephenson’s Star series of 1995. Here, delicate traces of light from
stars in the night sky register the heavens and our continuing fascination with the skies as a
source of both mysterious apprehension and knowledge; for centuries humans have looked
upwards to find themselves — both literally and spiritually.”” Similar ideas are expanded in
Stephenson’s series of cupolas where structure and light create a pattern, a space brimming
with transcendental associations of divine implication. By picturing the seas, the stars or sacred
architecture Sugimoto and Stephenson reveal celestial entry points, a coalescence of past and
present which alludes to the infinity of the universe, space and time.

The photographs of Christine Cornish, Simone Douglas and Felicia Kan describe a subtler
evocation of the sublime. Simone Douglas’s imaginary images allude to the notion of half-light
and uncertainty. She is interested in peripheral vision and thus in making work which resides
somewhere between memory and the unconscious. Felicia Kan explores similar terrain but she
slices recognisable subject matter into visual fragments in an attempt to grasp its effects. And
Christine Cornish’s evocative images situate objects in an enigmatic space that is without
measure. By virtue of their distinct methodologies, all three artists dispute the established
veracity of the photograph. Often turning its evidentiary power inwards, their images are less
about tangible things per se and more about intangibility and residue, the spaces and shapes
of thought and a vision uncertain. As such, their pictures depend on subjective considerations,
including the tension between memory and perception.

The sublime becomes something else again in the photographs of Bill Henson and Lynne
Roberts-Goodwin. A sense of timelessness pervades Roberts-Goodwin’s bird images. She is
aware of the beauty and sensuality of texture, appearance and illusion. The soft, ruffled feathers
of the back of a bird’s head in bad bird #5 2001-02 are as much about photography’s failure to
reveal all as a paean of the subject and a parody of the viewer. Henson’s photographs, however,
rely for their quietude and drama on the textures of light touching the skin or transforming the
landscape. By imaging adolescent bodies or the changing light of dusk as it touches the
landscape, his series describe thresholds. The photographs relate to the sentiments of German
romanticism; imbuing the landscape with a sense of awe or mystery. Henson’s serial images,
building associations between each print, bridge the gap between illusion and reality but they
do so with a timelessness that continually evolves, and which remains a boundless place of
Sensory awareness.
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These different approaches to the sublime are indebted to a key aspect of the photographic
condition, namely its inextricable relationship to time. In the photography of Sugimoto and
Stephenson, time without end is a metaphor and a subject with transcendental connotations.
And in the practices of Cornish, Douglas and Kan, temporality is enfolded in moments between
memory, perception and the spaces outside of the frame. The everlasting character of
temporality is a distinguishing attribute of contemporary manifestations of the photographic
sublime, enabling subjective (emotional) and objective (reason) paradigms to remain in
permanent mesmerising reciprocity — to picture that which is there or to press at the limits of
verisimilitude.”” In other words, to envision intangible dimensions of feeling and wonder at their
mystery, and yet still remain situated in a world of intractable movement and changeability - to
‘provide a suggestion or symbol of who and where we are, in the deepest sense imaginable’.*
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Simone Douglas (Australia 1966-)
An uncertain exchange | & Il 1996

diptych: 2 RA4 colour photographs 167.5 x 118.5 x 9 cm each frame
Gift of the artist in memory of Dr Phillip Kent 2004 232.2004

Simone Douglas uses photography to encapsulate the intangible
and reveal the space between memory and consciousness.
Most of her work during the 1990s was concerned with what
she calls ‘aberrations’: the things that are absorbed but not
instantly recognisable.®? These are the spaces of absence and
the indescribable areas where unrecalled memories lurk.

In conceptualising these aspects Douglas’s images emulate
peripheral vision, an intention at odds with the accepted
verisimilitudes of photography. Yet Douglas uses this
understanding of photography to theoretically highlight the
visual phenomenon of half-light and its cognitive relationship
to uncertainty.

Douglas often works with photograms and carefully
manipulates her images in the darkroom in order to achieve
specific effects. In her words: ‘I really do work with light a lot in
the darkroom. | see it more as a process of painting, | guess,
rather than pure photographic work, or a direct translation from
a negative. It's ... a combination of things.” Douglas’s images
bring into play the viewer’s wish to define and understand what
can be seen and the impossibility of this. An uncertain exchange

I & Il describes this experience, the title itself referencing the
interplay between viewer and image and the elusive nature of
what is represented. In this diptych, of one pale image and the
other dark, Douglas’s manipulation of colour, tone, depth of field
and focus takes us to the imaginary and the immaterial - to a
space of sublime contemplation.
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