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Introduction 

The medium of photography has a long-lasting engagement with the nebulous 
concept of place, ranging from actual places captured in photographs to fictitious 
ones constructed by photographic software. This engagement can be traced back 
to the photograph taken by Nicéphore Niépce, View from the Window at Le Gras 
(1826/1827), which is believed to be the oldest surviving camera photograph in 
the history of the medium. Niépce’s photograph stands as the earliest example of 
how photography can transmute physical places into photographed places. While in 
Niépce’s time capturing photographs would require several hours of patience, in the 
present day almost anybody equipped with a photographic camera can, in less than 
a second, eternalise a physical place in the form of a photograph. Not only has the 
relationship between photography and places been preserved since the advent of the 
medium, but it has also been continually consolidated owing to the omnipresence of 
photographic images and cameras. For example, because of hectic working schedules 
or economic constraints, not everyone has the spare time to visit remote places. As a 
result, a great number of us have our first exposure to physical places through seeing 
them in photographs, before physically visiting those places in the world. Thanks 
to the medium of photography, we can observe a variety of geographical locations 
from vast distances away, glimpsing the orient from the occident and vice versa, thus 
circumnavigating the world photographically through images. Photography not only 
helps us to “pre-visit” physical places that we can later see during our lifetime, but 
it also allows us to arrive at places that we would not have otherwise. Owing to 
the recent technological advancement of photographic apparatus, for instance, we 
can observe images of far-flung places around the cosmos, places from which we are 
millions of light years removed. Imagine photographic images taken by cutting-edge 
cameras owned by The National Aeronautics and Space Administration (NASA) or 
the European Space Agency (ESA); these images make evident how photography can 
transmute a piece of space into a more familiar place: a photograph. Examples such 
as these serve to show the extent to which our very conception of place is constructed 
by photography, a medium that has been unremittingly utilised to discover and 
document new places around the world. In fact, my own pensive reflection upon the 
concept of place was also initiated by photography, while I was attempting to discern 
the topographical features of the physical world through my camera. 
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Several years ago, when I started studying photography with a view to becoming 
a photographer, I had an inexplicable proclivity for places as my subject matter. Both 
behind my camera’s viewfinder and before my very own eyes, places became my way of 
being in the world. I henceforth set off on a journey to understand places in both the 
real and the representational worlds of photography. As a topographer with a fervid 
penchant for places, I was commissioned to make photographs of diverse geographical 
locations across the globe, a process through which my insatiable desire for learning 
about different places was amplified. Being fascinated, or rather haunted, by places 
I travelled to many countries across different continents to capture places with my 
camera, desiring to revisit them later through my photographs. However, being a 
topographical photographer not only gave me insights into morphological features 
of the world, but also made me realise that places were not necessarily limited to that 
which I was capturing in photos. They were not merely an assemblage of materialised 
things at which I could aim my camera; they were more elusive, inscrutable and 
unknown. At some point in my career, while taking topographical photographs of 
some vast terrain, I became aware of my own bodily presence as a place within the 
landscape I was attempting to seize with the camera. This realisation of my corporeal 
existence as something constituting another place in the landscape cast doubts on my 
conviction that I could capture and, in turn, fix places in photographs. Consequently, 
I decided to delve deeper into the concept of place through photography in order to 
examine how this medium could account for place as something that resists being 
rendered inert and static in time and space—as was the case with my own lived 
body in the aforementioned landscape. In other words, instead of simply regarding 
place as that which a photograph is of, as an image that is permanently fixed and 
circumscribed within the frame, I started to view place as philosopher Edward  
S. Casey does: as something “at work, part of something ongoing and dynamic, 
(being) ingredient in something else”.1

In his seminal book on the concept of place, The Fate of Place: A Philosophical 
History, Casey argues that during the last two hundred years of philosophical and 
geographical inquiry place has been gradually reduced to a fixed location, suggesting 
that places have a permanent essence in time and space. One of the main reasons for 
the reduction of places to fixed locations is that they have been steadily subordinated 
to space and time, causing each place to cease to exist as a dynamic entity in the era 
of “temporocentrism”: an epoch that signifies the belief in the hegemony of time.2 
Because of the spread of electronic technology and the resulting inclination towards 
an acceleration of time, Casey argues, place has been shrunk to a fixed location, 
whereas time and space have consistently remained processual. An obvious token 
of the dominance of space over place in contemporary academic discourse can be 
found in the prevalence of the adjective “spatial”, derived from “space”, whereas no 
English dictionary offers an adjective derived from “place”.3 However, through his 
unprecedented approach, Casey proposes and uses the adjective “placial” to address 



11

Introduction 

the dynamic, processual and indeterminate account of place, contending that place 
is never a “fixed thing: [and] it has no steadfast essence”.4 By investigating the work 
of a multitude of thinkers, ranging from Foucault, Benjamin and Arendt to more 
contemporary ones, such as Soja, Irigaray and Nancy, Casey argues that each of them 
has “rediscovered” the importance of place as an unfixed and abstract entity in a 
different field of study.5 In other words, he argues that, despite the fact that places 
have been gradually reduced to fixed locations, as if they are unaffected and unvarying, 
thanks to particular scholars, their indeterminate aspects have been preserved in 
different discourses. If Casey suggests that specific scholars have “rediscovered” the 
concept of place, it is because they have given meticulous and studious attention to 
place as something that remains equally indeterminate as time and space. It is also the 
intention of this book to revive the spatiotemporal dispositions of place, but this time 
by carefully examining the architecture of photography. 

Although the processual and indeterminate accounts of place have been discussed 
in relation to particular discourses—such as those by Doreen Massey, who proposes 
a “progressive sense of place” that provides mobility in cities, and Yi-Fu Tuan, who 
observes place as a pause in a movement that transforms a location into place—
it is Casey’s reading that does not favour any particular discourse from which the 
indeterminacy of places can be fleshed out.6 Instead, he looks at the pliancy and 
elusiveness of place in a variety of fields, ranging from architecture to phenomenology, 
arguing that the discussions of placial qualities cannot be confined to any particular 
domain, but can manifest themselves unconstrainedly in all possible arenas. In the 
words of human geographer Tim Cresswell, “geography is about place and places. But 
place is not the property of geography—it is a concept that travels quite freely between 
disciplines and the study of place benefits from an interdisciplinary approach”.7 That 
is precisely why Casey asserts, “since there is no single basis of the primacy of place, 
there is no monolithic foundation on which this primacy could be built”, because 
“what is at stake is a polyvalent primacy” of place.8 In other words, Casey is putting 
forward the idea that places can be identified as such through a variety of methods and 
discourses, and therefore there cannot be a single discipline that can claim to be able 
fully to explain, thus own, the notion of place. Moreover, he contends that place is 
not necessarily seen as a location, such as a room in a building, which can be captured 
and fixed in a photograph, but is to be regarded as that which continually resists 
permanent embodiment. That is to say, for Casey, a place is never identified by the 
location at which it is situated nor by the material construction that has constituted 
it, since it is not to be regarded as a localisable entity at all. He instead conceives of 
place as that which continually evades a finalised representation. Strictly speaking, for 
Casey, and likewise for this book, a place is never delimited to what it is, where it is, 
and to when and how it subsists in time and space. 

In this book, by embracing Casey’s understanding of place and giving precedence 
to this concept over that of space, my primary aim is to indicate how photography can 



Place: Towards a Geophilosophy of Photography

12

substantiate his dictum that “place is not the content of a definite representation”.9 
I will discuss how the medium of photography can make clear that a place is never 
simply presented or fixed, but exists as something that is endowed with indeterminacy 
regarding its presence in space and time. To do this, this book will be triangulated 
by the fields of photography, philosophy and geography, as its title suggests. By 
adopting this approach, I hope this book will contribute not only to the burgeoning 
theoretical research on the concept of place in relation to photography,10 but also 
to broader interdisciplinary research that probes into this notion, culminated 
in works such as: Place and Experience (1999); Getting Back Into Place (2009); 
and The Memory of Place (2012).11 To achieve its goal the book breaks down the 
participatory elements of photography into six tropes: the photographer, the camera, 
the photograph, the image, the spectator and the genre. As a result, each one of its 
chapters will be devoted to discussing these themes. This division, however, is by 
no means intended to establish a “new theory” of photography or corroborate an 
ontological claim on behalf of photography, as numerous theorists have attempted 
to do over the past decades.12 Instead, by reading photography through the above 
prisms, I want to make clear that discussions of place vis-à-vis photography do 
not need to be necessarily about, or end up in/around, the photographic image, as 
if place can only be the subject matter of photographs. But such debates need to 
acknowledge the processual, omnilocal, mutating and lived manifestations of place 
by bringing the other partakers of photography into the discussion. This hexa-
part division, therefore, is my methodological strategy to avoid reducing place to 
a mere representation, i.e. the photograph. In other words, by breaking down the 
constitutive elements of photography into six tropes, this book intends to show how 
this medium is comprised of places, each instilled with latent temporal and spatial 
features. Rather than considering a place only to be the subject matter of photographs, 
it will study all the partakers of a photographic act as places, thereby trying to draw 
out their placial characteristics. To this end, it will explore how each participant of 
photography, viewed as a place, interacts with and interferes in different spaces and 
times, thus viewing spaces through places rather than the opposite. In doing so, this 
inescapably transdisciplinary book aspires to put forward what I call “a geophilosophy 
of photography”, which incontrovertibly privileges places over spaces, through a 
medium whose history has been intertwined with place since its very conception. 

The first chapter provides a phenomenological reading of the photographer’s 
body, viewing it as both a lived body (Leib) and a physical body (Körper) in space. 
While as a lived body the photographer can actively project the schema of space by 
merely taking an upright position, as a physical structure the body is a thing among 
other things, which requires indirect localisation through kinaesthetic experiences 
that are felt within it. Cognizant of the double characteristics of the body, this 
chapter looks at the photographer through the lens of “lived place”. This concept 
not only endows the body with porous boundaries and open orientations, viewing it 
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as something that can actively interact in its environs, but also acknowledges that, as 
a physical object, the body is co-localised amongst other objects in space. To make 
this point palpable, I foreground the banal act of walking as practised by landscape 
photographers, in which they constantly oscillate between keeping still as a physical 
body and keeping in operation as a lived body. For such a phenomenological body, 
I suggest, the landscape cannot be considered a predefined image, idea or way of 
seeing, but a confrontation with the materiality of the world. The chapter exemplifies 
this point through comparing a landscape photo taken by Ansel Adams, which 
embodies an anthropocentric landscape conjured up from the imagination, with a 
landscape photo taken by Gary Metz, which features the landscape as an unnameable 
encounter with the materiality of the world as a conglomerate of things. Finally, in 
my first step towards reading photography through the lens of place, I show that the 
photographer’s body is never reduced to a fixed location or null point in space, but 
is always in a constant process of entanglement and disentanglement, belonging and 
disruption, and inactive intervention with the space of which it is a part. 

The second chapter moves away from the photographer to investigate how the 
camera as a place complicates space and time, by considering it as a non-living 
agent in a photographic act. By surveying several thinkers who have mulled over the 
photographic camera, such as Derrida, Flusser, Kracauer and Barthes, this chapter 
proposes that the camera does not literally cut off or slice out a section of space and 
time, which would make it an active tool that can interfere in the physical world, nor 
is it entirely a passive agent in a photographic act. Instead, it suggests that the camera 
functions as a place that forever eternalises the spatiotemporal dimensions to which it 
is exposed through a passive intervention, a mechanism that allows it to be passively 
active as an apparatus. To illustrate this point this chapter examines a photograph 
taken by contemporary artist Susan Collins, showing that, despite the camera’s 
passivity in recording the exposed reality, the photographed subject never remains 
passive, waiting to be hunted by the camera. Here I also expound on several enduring 
concepts in the photographic discourse, such as the “punctum” of time and detail and 
the crucial distinction between the photographic “referent” and “reference”; notions 
that have been indefatigably discussed, applied and quite often misinterpreted over 
the past decades. Finally, in my second effort to read photography through places, 
not only do I show how the camera as a place grants a temporal dimension to the 
spatial configuration witnessed by its lens, but also how it imbues the photograph 
with a spatial dimension caused by the suspension of the photographed subject into 
an irrevocable past. 

In the third chapter I will shift my focus from the camera to the photograph itself, 
considering it as a thing that travels through different spaces, to show how it can be 
seen as a place that is identified neither by its constituents nor by the location at which 
it makes an appearance, but by its movability. To clarify this, I focus on the pliability 
of the photograph as a thing that has been continually altering and transforming 
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through different modes of reproduction and channels of distribution. Underlining 
reproducibility as a capacity instilled in each photograph, this chapter shows that 
photographs are simultaneously marked by the conflicting forces of domiciliation and 
dispersion, whereby they resist being permanently localised in any time and place. To 
exemplify this, this chapter looks at a photograph constructed by conceptual artist 
Joan Fontcuberta through spatial concepts proposed by Michel Foucault and Gilles 
Deleuze: a photo that lays bare the temporary localisation of photographs in space 
and time. Having been converted into reproducible immaterial information subjected 
to mass proliferation in cyberspace, here I propose that photographs are no longer 
distributed via a fixed itinerary, which can be traced and localised, but rather they 
unboundedly drift into unspecified directions and locations in the internet space. 
Consequently, in my third step towards reading photography geographically I discuss 
how the photograph as a material or immaterial thing cannot be restricted to the 
space in which it temporarily rests, but instead it becomes a vagabond flyer whose 
spatial movements and provenances remain radically open.

In my fourth attempt to examine photography through places I shift my attention 
from the body of the photograph to its surface, in order to look at the spatial features 
of what I call “photographic place”: a perceptible place that is embedded in the 
photograph as an image. To do this I consider the photographic frame as an edge 
to examine the spatial features that lie inside, outside and at the photograph’s frame. 
One of these spatial facets is the so-called “blind field”: a spatial dimension that could 
be included but has been left out of the photograph. This chapter dives deep into the 
significance of this usually overlooked spatial element of the photographic place. To 
foreground the gravity of the blind field I first examine a photograph taken by the 
European Space Agency (ESA), showing how a maximised blind field can not only 
strip off the spatial nexus between the in-frame and off-frame, but also destabilise the 
spatial scales within the frame, thereby manifesting a defamiliarised photographic 
place that seems to have come into existence ex nihilo. Then, by looking at another 
photograph constructed by the National Aeronautics and Space Administration 
(NASA), I show how the radical minimisation of the blind field can help us to 
visualise the spatial fabric of the universe, thus creating a familiarised photographic 
place wherein our perceptual distance towards what remains physically far removed 
is reduced. Having looked at the spatial features that lie inside and outside the frame 
through ESA’s and NASA’s photographs, this chapter probes into the spatial qualities 
that lie at the photographic frame itself, where the implied existence of the blind 
field is buried. To do this, it discusses how the enshrouded existence of the blind field 
allows mental projection and spatial protension beyond the frame, thereby making 
liminal what is kept in the frame. Therefore, in my fourth approach to reading spaces 
through places I show not only how the liminal existence of the blind field can affect 
our spatial reading of a photographic place, but also how this tertiary element can 
project itself as an extra-spatial dimension onto its edge. 
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In the fifth chapter I elevate my view from the ground to, as it were, hover above 
the photographic act by including the spectator in my geophilosophical reading of 
photography. This chapter contends that a place is neither necessarily embodied 
through its location, locale or sense of place; nor can its significance become palpable 
by combining these three aspects into a unity whereby it becomes a place. Instead, it 
proposes that places can also be viewed as moments of encounter that yield transitory 
appearances in time. To tie this evanescent conception of place to photography I 
deploy Azoulay’s formulation of “the event of photography”, as that which occurs not 
only as an actual confrontation in relation to the camera or the photograph, but also 
as a potential encounter in relation to their hypothetical existence. Like the concept of 
“the event” espoused by Alain Badiou as an effect that exceeds its establishing causes, 
here I argue that “the event of photography” can surpass its founding structures and 
come about without heralding its arrival time; in that it is an additional possibility 
immanent within the structure of photography, awaiting the time of its maximal 
appearance, thereby providing a retroactive sign of recognition of its emergence. As a 
result, in my fifth step towards reading photography through places, I show that the 
very perdurable encounter between the spectator and the photograph can be viewed 
as a place, instilled with the possibility of eternal resumption thanks to the vacant 
space of the spectator. 

Having already looked at each partaker of photography through the lens of place, 
in the last and longest chapter I look at the genre of aftermath photography to see 
how this representational scheme translates physical places into photographed places 
to communicate a content. In this genre the photographer visits an empty physical 
place which has invariably witnessed a tragic event and, irrespective of its physical 
features, considers it a place instilled with meaning. In doing so, the aftermath 
photographer aims to direct the spectator to the concomitant histories of physical 
places in the world by putting an undeniable emphasis on their specificities in the 
world of photography. First, by looking at physical places in the world, this chapter 
considers landscapes to be localities that are inherently interlaced with, and comprised 
of, places, foregrounding the inextricable affinity between landscape and place. Then, 
I put forward that physical places in the world, such as landscapes, can acquire agency 
by intra-acting with people through their intermediary non-human elements. Later, 
by shifting from the physical world to the world of photography, here I argue that 
aftermath photography utilises the landscape genre to create a temporal suspension in 
the act of looking. I exemplify this point through examining an aftermath photograph 
taken by contemporary artist Gert Jan Kocken, showing how aftermath photography 
uses landscape images to prolong the act of looking, thereby creating a ghostly effect 
in the viewer. Here, however, I propose that the ghostly effect or spectral presence 
of aftermath photography originates not only from the image but also from its 
accompanying text: the caption. To clarify this point I delve into the multi-layered 
means of interaction between text and image by inspecting how a caption operates 
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vis-à-vis a photograph. Accordingly, this chapter suggests that in aftermath genre the 
meaning resides neither in the image nor in the text but in their point of convergence 
or site of struggle: the spatial juncture in between the two. Finally, by drawing on the 
philosophy of Giorgio Agamben, this chapter proposes that, if aftermath photography 
entangles the viewer in between the text and the image, it is to conjures up the 
exigency of the photographed place: an urgent demand to remember what remains 
unexpressed yet haunting within the photograph. Therefore, in my final approach 
towards reading photography through the concept of place, I show not only how the 
space in between the photographer and a physical locality coagulates the agency of 
place, but also how the lacunary space in between the text and the image begets the 
exigency of place. 

Taking together all six approaches that were shortly introduced above, in this 
book I am going to embark on a journey to rediscover the spatiality and temporality 
of places through photography. As Casey has contended, what is irrefutable about 
the concept of place is its “polyvalent primacy”: the fact that places can exhibit 
their indeterminate features in a multitude of discourses and practices. To unearth 
the effervescent existence of place, I single out the medium of photography in 
order to unravel how this medium can bring the indeterminate qualities of places 
to the forefront. Consequently, by closely examining each constitutive element of 
photography in the coming chapters, I am going to flesh out the inactive, contingent, 
unlocalisable, liminal, evental, agential and exigent features of places, with the aim of 
proposing a geophilosophy of photography that regards the aforesaid dispositions as 
the prerogative of places. I hope that my theoretical trajectory comes to fruition for 
an avid reader who bears with me throughout the book, where my geophilosophical 
lexicon finds its place. 

 


	Introduction 

