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Background
We invite you on a collective voyage through the history of photographic techniques using the urban environment as both material and
inspiration to create artworks.
During this project, you will explore notions such as sense of place,
urban environment, and subjective mapping, while actively engaging
with the history of photography through practical experimentation. As
a group, you will test representation processes and technical inventions
that influenced both analog and digital images, such as the camera obscura, photosensitive materials, instant photography, and visual narrative.
Taking inspiration from your surroundings, you will engage in looking
around and collecting materials and notes from your environment as
essential artistic practices, to consider place as a space of meaning.
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Let’s begin our journey by having a look at this photographic image:

3

2

It’s the View from the Window at Le Gras, taken by Nicèphore
Nièpce in 1826/27 near Lyon in France.
It doesn’t look like much, and on the original plate (on the
left) we can barely make out an image at all, but with the positive print (on the right), we can see it is a view from a window
onto the roofs of a farm building.
This is the first known photograph and several hours were
necessary to expose the plate to light and create an image.

´Choose a window and notice what you can see when
looking through it. It is a framed view, the window
frame delineates the picture, just like a photograph.

This view is a portion of a wider space beyond the
walls and beyond the camera lens.
If you took a picture of this window with your phone,
you would have a frame within the frame.

The urban environment is in permanent change.

´ Take note of places in your neighbourhood that no lon-

French photographer Eugène Atget photographed the city of Paris
in the late 1800s as extensive refurbishments were taking place, preserving views of entire neighbourhoods as they disappeared.

ger look the same as you remember them. Try to notice
these in different time frames. What has changed since
last week, since last year, since you first remember it?
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What does it mean to photograph a building soon to be demolished or refurbished? What trace of that building and
the histories of the people who inhabited it can be contained
within that image and how will we relate to it in the future?

´
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Since antiquity there had been knowledge of both optics and materials that are sensitive to light. The term photography comes from
the Greek words meaning ‘drawing with light.’ The camera obscura
and similar representation systems were thoroughly used during the
Renaissance as a means to study the properties of light and as an aid
in the creation of drawings and paintings. Later on, artists like the
17th century Dutch painter Johannes Vermeer were also known to
use this particular device as an aid in drawing and painting.

Notice the effects of light on materials and organisms. From the tanning of our skin in the sun, to photosynthesis in leaves, to the fading of
paint on a wall, light leaves traces on all surfaces.

´
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Observe naturally occurring images in your local environment,
such as reflections, shadows, and projections.

´

Similarly, light sensitivity was known long before photography, but the means used to fix the images were still very
uncertain. A great example of these attempts, and probably
the most effective, is the cyanotype. Used by Anna Atkins for
botanical illustrations in the 1800s, it anticipates the multiple
uses of photographic techniques in both the arts and sciences.
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Henry Fox Talbot in England took on his research, and patented and
developed photography into a viable industrial procedure, which became widespread by the 1850s.
Rather than the result of one (or a few) inventors’ discoveries, photography was very much a product of its time, of the industrialisation
of labour and of the technical advances in machinery, mechanical production, and the developments in both optics and chemistry.

Simultaneously, artists had begun to explore the potentials of
these techniques to create new forms that were not necessarily
bound to accurate representation or narration. With the European
Avant-Gardes in the early 1900s, new approaches to film and photography emerged with links to abstract painting and international
artistic movements such Dada and Surrealism. These new developments were influenced by socio-political transformations across
Europe at the time.
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Photography has multiple usages: as imprint of reality in portraiture;
as proof (which can be forged and questioned); as scientific recording; press images; moving images; and social media. These usages
have become an intrinsic part of our culture, so much so that it is
almost impossible to imagine a world without photographic archives
and records.

´
Make a list of different contemporary uses of photography you can
think of...
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Photography conveys memory or emotion in a very particular way.

´

Think of family photographs of yourself as a child or the portrait of a
family member you have never met.
Even though you have no real memories of that scene, being too young
or not yet born, there is something in the image that pulls you into
that particular moment, as if you had experienced it yourself. You
recognise your parents and family members, how they looked then,
and how they’ve changed, but you also recognise the place where the
photograph was taken and what has changed since then.
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Photography is also a very effective way to tell a story. Within the same
image you can represent a complex event or action frozen in an instant
or see it unfold in a sequence of images. Meaning can be created and
changed by altering the order of the pictures.

´

Try putting two images together and observe how they impact one another. Take note of different stories that may arise from this process.
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How can photography work toward abstraction? Alternative
photographic processes can be used to create images that go beyond the camera or by-pass certain aspects of the device, mixing
hand made and machine made images. Photography can be used
as an artistic medium, in the same way a painter would use paint
and brushes to create an image.
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we look at things differently when we’re taking a picture?
´ Do
How is that gaze different, even in a familiar environment?
What do we look for, how do we place the camera?
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It is the way in which we use a technical device (such as a photo camera, sound-recorder, smartphone, and so on) and what we choose to
make with the tools at our disposal, that will impact the artwork we
create.
“what is again and again decisive for photography is the photographer’s attitude to his techniques. (…) the photographer, like the
pianist, has the advantage of a mechanical device that is subject to
restrictive laws” (in Walter Benjamin’s “Little History of Photography”, 1931)

Photographing is above all learning how to look at
things differently, taking a step back and noticing
your environment, its lines, colours, movements,
and stories with renewed attention, falling into
place to compose an image.

Glossary:
Analog Photography or Film Photography is a technique that uses chemical processes to capture an image on a physical surface such as paper or film, rather
than recording it as digital data.
The Camera Obscura, from latin “dark chamber”, is a forerunner of the modern photo camera, a darkened box with an aperture or hole through which an
image of an outside object is projected onto a surface inside the box.
Cyanotype is a photographic printing process that produces a cyan-blue print
using two chemicals (ferric ammonium citrate and potassium ferricyanide)
which react to light.
In photography, a Negative is an image that reproduces the bright portions
of the photographed subject as dark and the dark parts as light areas. From
this negative film, a Positive Print can be created, where dark and light areas
correspond to the subject.
Visual Narrative is a story told primarily through the use of visual media such
as photography, video, or drawing.
A Photogram is a picture produced with photographic materials, such as
light-sensitive paper, but without a camera.

´ This space is for your own notes, questions, and ideas!
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