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INTRODUCTION

As we navigate through COVID-19 currently impacting on every aspect of daily life around the 
world, we are all feeling the strain of constant lockdowns and self-imposed quarantine. Academia 
has responded to the pandemic by moving their educational and associated activities online, 
which has become stressful to many due to the lack of the necessary digital experience and 
appropriate infrastructure. Many academics have had to focus on how to transition to remote 
teaching, putting their research on hold. This has created unprecedented challenges for the 
journal.

For issue 40-2  2021, the layout of the journal will change to allow for showcasing of photographs 
and and the following, issue 3 for poetry. This issue of Social Alternatives, ‘Alternative Photographic 
Exposures’, considers the importance of viewing, memories, traditional photographic codes, the 
way images can tell a story and why photographs can create change in public perception. 

In Aperture, a journal for photographers, Edgington discusses David Strauss’s book After 9/11, Do 
We Prefer Images to Reality?, and considers ‘the effects photography terror, and divisive politics 
have had on the twenty-first-century imagination’. In particular, he has long been concerned with 
what ‘happens between things—image and belief, words and images, representation and the 
real, and the challenging of the age of believability in photographs’ (Edgington 2021). According 
to Strauss, ‘It’s not that we “mistake photographs for reality”, but that “we prefer them to reality”’. 
After 9/11 Strauss noted a transformation in the way people responded to images of a catastrophic 
event. That day Strauss argues:

...wiped away ‘years of accumulated theories about their effects and meanings, and 
causing us once again to acknowledge and confront our irrational and enduring attraction 
to them’. Most of us had ‘witnessed’ the event through images … we were the targets; that 
is, all of us watching from afar—us [as] image-witnesses ... we cannot bear reality, but we 
bear images—like stigmata, like children, like fallen comrades … The complex relationship 
we have with [images] (Strauss in Edgington 2003).

Blakely and Lloyd discuss the importance of truth in photo-journalism as against those that 
propose that journalism is ‘constructed imagery, biased reporting, exploitative image making 
and the pretense at objectivity’ in ‘Photojournalism and Documentary Practice: When sometimes 
we turn away’. They purport that storytelling in photojournalism continues to hold the power of 
traditional values on the still image and gives the viewer a moment to think, and to react. Blakely 
and Lloyd believe in honesty and showcase a narrative document of photographs that bring an 
innate curiosity beyond the obvious credibility and compassion. Their work engages and inspires 
us as a human race to be better. Photojournalism and photo-documentary shows us a glimpse 
of life’s deeper meaning. Blakely and Lloyd present a photo-documentary series ‘Never Again’, 
‘Family Tree’ and ‘I Met A Man Today’ sharing a brief history of the Genocide of Tutsi’s in Rwanda. 
Lloyd reflects on personal experiences growing up in the 1960s in ‘There Was a Time’. As photo-
documentary this series imparts emotional connections. Blakeley’s ‘Control Yourself’, tells us 
about women’s identity and considers how the media stereotypes about physical appearance 
continue to contribute to the categorisation of the female body.

There is a fine line between photojournalism and photo-documentary. Both tell a story but photo-
documentary can be many visual styles and the motivations of the photographers are various 
as opposed to photojournalism where images are taken straight-from-the-hip, in that they are 
deemed to hold traditional values of truth and abide by a code of ethics. Photo-documentary on 
the other hand can be crafted to tell a story or narrate an experience. It is still a document that 
tells a story in a different way: 

‘Over the past 15 years, documentary photography has been approached differently, 
and as a result, new ways of ‘telling’ have emerged. What was once the territory of the 
traditional photojournalist is now shared with photographers who see themselves as artists 
and collaborators, more interested in raising questions than in telling complete, digestible 
stories’ (MGA 2021).
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For example, while addressing themes of consumerism, mass tourism and globalisation, Martin 
Parr uses exaggerated close-ups such as heads, hats, food, and dogs as repetitive motifs to 
explore the excesses of contemporary capitalism. ‘Until the mid-twentieth century, documentary 
photography was a vital way of bearing witness to world events: from shoot-from-the-hip 
photographs of the Spanish Civil War by Robert Capa, to the considered portraits of poor farmers 
by Dorothea Lange’ (Tate n.d.).

Dellas Henke documents his life-threatening illness in the US Health system, in ‘Chemo-Waste’ 
using text and images as an art-story. His printmaking includes photo-etchings and mixed media 
images produced from an abundant creative diary about his prolonged six-year experience 
with chemo-therapy. The images were produced as a document of sensations and feelings of 
events, of thoughts, of treatment, of the aftermath in which to evoke the emotions of experience 
or compassion in the viewer. Using the plethora of visual notes produced over the six years, 
Henke’s images ‘work as a witness, a document, a narrative for staying vigilant in the battles of 
strength and willpower to overcome cancer’. Even though his images are beyond the traditional 
style photograph it is an accurate documentary produced in a creative way to tell a story.

Today the world is saturated with photographs. Technologies such as the smart phone allow 
people to document their world every moment of the day. But people have been recording their 
life and times over decades, particularly to share or to leave ‘a non-contextualised visual family 
chronicle for following generations’ (Rejakvam 1993, cited in Livingston and Dyer 2010: 8). 
Discovering photographs of relations and family friends can shed new light on how they loved, 
lived and died. Families’ prized possessions are the albums chronicled as narratives through 
time, stored away to inspire future generations to explore their genealogy. Family photographs 
are emotional stories of people, families, and societies. 

In her article ‘Reprints, Review, and Refusing Ventriloquism of the ‘Folk: Providing Tellabilty to the 
Storied through a Family’s Photographs’ Sally Busby questions if photographs of past relatives will 
stay interesting for future generations. Busby discovered a cigar box full of negatives that helped 
her unlock stories and connections among three generations on her mother’s side of the family. 
She further encouraged her relatives to write their memories on the processed photographs to 
know who they were and the events of that day. Busby evaluated these writings and suggest 
they provided a way for individual reflexive thought and are a catalyst for conversations. Busby 
advocates however, that ‘the visual mode without the voice of those within the image only 
provides a way to speculate on a story’. Further, ‘The last three generations of photographers 
in my family took photographs with the eyes of artists and the deliberation of documentarians to 
record the process of their family’s gradual attainment of rootedness and middle-class status’. 

There are many states in America that produced a vast amount of deadly plutonium throughout 
the cold war era and solving the problem of storage is an urgent issue. Paltrow (2018) states 
that ‘Washington has not even begun to take the steps needed to acquire additional space 
for burying plutonium more than 2,000 feet below ground – the depth considered safe’. Most 
of the buildings and containers are disintegrating and there is a risk of leakage and accidents 
with large amounts of radioactivity being released. The former Rocky Flats nuclear production 
facility in Colorado is now a national wildlife refuge for public recreation. After many incidents 
due to inacceptable safety guidelines that contaminated the local environment it was shut down 
in 1989. In ‘Incendiary Iconography: The legacy of the Cold War in America’ Anthony Thompson 
uses traditional film, an analogue photographic practice, to document the decontamination and 
deconstruction process at Rocky Flats including the Nevada Nuclear Test Site and the Waste 
Isolation Plant in New Mexico. His photo-documentary provides evidence that the decades of 
production at the nuclear weapons plant shows there was no designated place to dispose of the 
contaminated wastes and by-products of the production processes. By designating the Rocky 
Flats as a national wildlife refuge the Department of Energy could afford the lowest possible 
decontamination standards. On many environmental websites the public are warned to weigh up 
the risks of entering the park because plutonium remains active for many thousands of years and 
can be harmful even in very small amounts. 

Nuclear annihilation has been hanging over our lives since the early 1940s and was much 
discussed and feared at the time. There were momentous marches by environmental and other 
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campaigns for nuclear disarmament. Since then, news of the consequences of nuclear war, 
and nuclear power is again currently relevant with the stand-off between the US, China and 
Australia planning to purchase nuclear submarines. Evidence now substantiates allegations that 
the atomic tests around the world during the cold war era have contributed to climate change. 

Prăvălie Remus (2014) considers the nuclear weapons testing conducted in the second half 
of the twentieth century produced radioactive pollution stored in the atmosphere and marine 
environment. He argues that the ‘large number of nuclear weapons tests carried out in the 
atmosphere and underground during 1945–2013 (the last nuclear test was performed by North 
Korea) were responsible for the current environmental contamination with radioactive waste that 
resulted in ecological and social destruction due to high levels of radioactivity’ (2014). The UK 
Guardian (2011) identified 33 serious incidents and accidents at nuclear power stations since the 
first recorded one in 1952 at Chalk River in Ontario, Canada. 

In the last photo-essay ‘Contemplating Climate Change’, Debra Livingston’s photographs 
illustrate a nightmare from childhood in the 1950s that envisaged an environmental holocaust. 
Was this nightmare influenced by hearing adults talk and news of marches for disarmament for 
fear of nuclear annihilation at the time? Livingston reminisces about her early childhood and 
discovers the symbols from the nightmare reflect current rapid climate change – so the question 
is, will we be able to change our complex and complicated practices fast enough?

References:
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Photojournalism and Documentary Practice:
When sometimes we turn away
Angela Blakely and David Lloyd

ABSTRACT
This paper is divided into two sections – essay and visual stories. Early in the essay photo-
journalism and documentary practice are defined whilst responding to their association with the 
real. It acknowledges that when faced with stories of trauma, audience responses are often 
polarised between compassion for the subjects of the story and anger at the author for telling 
those stories. It questions whether our delight in knowing is diminishing or overwhelmed by the 
number of trauma stories told and re-told. Borrowing from a number of theorists it is argued in 
this paper that storytelling defines and maintains the boundaries that surround our communities. 
It applies the framework of Durkheim’s Moral Community to suggest that media (print, electronic 
and social) have become the collective rituals ensuring an almost tribal adherence to notions of 
the profound and the profane. Questions as to whether or not compassion is finite and therefore 
limited and to whom it is afforded are addressed. The visual component looks at the work of the 
authors and seeks to identify alternative approaches to non-fictional storytelling.

Introduction
In consideration of this paper three ostensibly separate events occurring years apart have 
merged in our imaginations, each presenting as an amplification of the other. The first was 
a casual discussion on the merits of photojournalism with two colleagues. Given the state of 
the media in the latter part of the twentieth century, it was difficult not to be sympathetic to 
their accusations of constructed imagery, biased reporting, exploitative image making and the 
pretence at objectivity. The discussion ended on friendly terms, and in a gesture of conciliatory 
colleagueship we offered to lend them the Time magazine that had laid on the lunch table and 
had acted as the catalyst for that very discussion. Both our colleagues (academics and practicing 
artists) were/are highly visually literate. They had just argued that journalism (photo and text) 
created a false and imaginary world that fraudulently claimed access to the real. Our offer was 
rejected. Both were upset by the cover image depicting a deceased American soldier being 
dragged through the streets of Mogadishu. Each understood the image and felt deep empathy 
for the family but their healthy skepticism of journalism had evaporated and, for that moment, the 
image had become real.

The second event occurred at an exhibition featuring both our works, Blakely’s on mothers whose 
children suicided, Lloyd’s on hospice and palliative care. The work was made and published with 
the full consent and support of the participants. The gallery, as is its tradition, put out a visitors 
book to be signed by the attendees with comments allowed. The response was divided. Most 
(thankfully) took much from knowing the lives of others. Some however were livid. Their anger 
screamed in the pages and accused us of desecrating the gallery, exploiting the participants and 
forcing the audience to endure images about stories they did not wish to confront.

The third is more recent and ongoing. We are strong supporters for sentient rights, often 
contributing to funds that fight for abused and exploited animals. As such, our social media is 
littered with feeds of animals being abused and causes needing support. In most instances the 
video feeds are well scripted and constructed (multi cam and professional lighting) and often 
celebrities front the stories. It is heart-rending and soul destroying as to the depth of cruelty we 
humans can plunge. Nonetheless, we no longer click on these feeds. The algorithm that has 
swamped our pages with these stories has indeed been counterproductive. 

The events above share two traits. The visual stories in each are read and experienced by 
audiences as being photojournalism or documentaries. Unlike fine art or creative advertising 
photography, these images are understood by audiences to be authentic, real and existing (or 
having existed) in some unembellished form. The second characteristic is that each of us will 
at times turn away from that which we perceive to be the truth. What follows is an attempt to 
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understand why. 

Why Tell Stories
‘Objects which in themselves we view with pain, we delight to contemplate when reproduced 
with minute fidelity: such as the forms of the most ignoble animals and of dead bodies. The 
cause of this again is that to learn gives the liveliest pleasure…’ (Aristotle, Butcher 2000: 15).

Aristotle argued that deep within our nature is the desire to imitate. It is through imitation that we 
‘learn (our) earliest lessons and no less universal is the pleasure felt in things imitated’ (Aristotle, 
Butcher 2000: 15). The imitation to which Aristotle referred was not the mindless copying of 
another’s actions rather it was, in part, the accommodation, distillation and assimilation each 
undergoes as we acutely observe phenomena. It is also the value we add through the meanings 
we attach to that with which we interact. Aristotle reasoned that such imitations allow us ‘to 
know’. It’s this ‘knowing’ that finds tangible form in storytelling, whether through poetry, literature, 
music, science and/or arts.

Storytelling underpins every aspect of our lives. The ‘hello’ greeting we make with friends serves 
as a social shortcut to asking them to tell their news/stories and to share ours. By doing this we 
are seeking, giving or withholding validation. It is through stories that we connect or disconnect 
with another. From very early in our education the environments of schools and universities are 
the reformatted storytelling of tribal communities in which the knowledge of one generation is 
passed to another. Ketelle (2017: 143-150) analyses storytelling as a pedagogical tool in higher 
education highlighting the cognitive processes involved in the telling of, and the listening to, 
stories. She argues that storytelling is deeply rooted in intellectual endeavour allowing us to 
reason, understand and explain the world from experience. Storytelling, she muses, ‘opens up 
space for intersectional analysis (and) complex representations’ (Ketelle 2017: 146).

Stories not only inform us of the world in which we live, they also qualify and validate our existence. 
Defense attorneys in Texas, a state prolific in applying the death penalty, employ storytellers to 
gather and carefully craft the life history of convicted persons into emotionally potent biographies. 
Professor Sean O’Brien (2009: 831-847) contends that these powerful narratives not only have 
the ability to create compassionate responses in juries and jurists but they are one of the most 
effective tools for defense attorneys.

Stories define us; whether it is in the every day greeting of ‘what’s new’ or in the more formal 
applications of education, law, politics, etc. Storytelling is the process through which meanings 
are established, transmitted and shared and lives are altered. Through storytelling we come ‘to 
know’. But 2500 years after Aristotle something appears to have changed. Not all take delight in 
knowing.

Defining The Frame: Photojournalism
and Documentary Practice

Documentary practice presents a very specific discourse or language through which the world 
can be known. Arguably it was the discourse, rather than the stories themselves, that audiences 
find unsettling and from which some derived no delight. Fundamental to this discourse is the 
audience’s awareness that whatever they view exists albeit in some unembellished form.

At the core of photo journalism and documentary practice is the notion of authenticity. It is within 
this notion that we can synthesise Aristotle’s observations. He observed that we especially delight 
in the knowledge we gain from ‘objects…when reproduced with minute fidelity’ (Butcher, 2000: 
15). Fundamental to the nature of photojournalism and documentary practice is the reproduction 
of an event that is observed and captured with ‘minute fidelity’. For over twenty-five centuries, 
non-fictional storytellers have been perfecting the narration of eye-witnessed events and, in the 
nineteenth century, the journalist/documentist with their camera became that unimpeachable 
eye-witness.

In a spirited retort to John Hartley’s (1996: 32-32) assertion that ‘journalism is characterised 
mostly by its relationship with modernity’, the contentious Windschuttle (1999: 182) traced         
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the origins of journalistic practice to that of history. In doing so, he presented journalism as one of 
the classic liberal arts – disciplines through which we come to know and learn to reason across 
time. He claimed that the writings of Thucydides (460BC-395BCE), acknowledged as the first 
historian, were applicable to journalistic reasoning, methodology and intention. Writing on the 
Peloponnesian war, Thucydides stated that:

…I have described nothing but what I either saw myself, or learned from others of whom I 
made the most careful and particular enquiry. The task was a laborious one, because eye-
witnesses of the same occurrences gave different accounts of them, as they remembered 
or were interested in the actions of one side or the other…My history is an everlasting 
possession, not a prize composition which is heard and forgotten. (Thucydides 433-432BCE 
1,22 trans Jowett, B).

By example Thucydides established the first immutable principle of accuracy not only for the 
historian but most likely also for the journalists who were to follow. Is connecting the writings of 
Thucydides to the development of journalism a long stretch? Most likely. Are his writings and 
methodologies taught in schools of journalism? Probably not. But after almost 2500 years since 
Thucydides established these precepts they have become the raw material for most codes of 
journalistic ethics across the world. At the very least it is reaffirming to know that while journalism 
may or may not be a relatively modern profession, the notion of accuracy and the importance of 
eye-witnessing as fundamental to non-fictional storytelling have stood the test of time.

Extending The Frame: The photograph and the making of a 
documentary image
Roland Barthes, an eminent literary theorist and philosopher, mused at the opening of Camera 
Lucida (Barthes 1981: 2-8) that a photograph cannot be seen, for it is rendered invisible by its 
content. ‘A specific photograph is never distinguished from its referent (from what it represents) 
(Barthes 1981: 2). Succinctly, to view a photographic image of a relative is to see only that 
relative. The photographic component – tone, design, paper texture, etc. is rendered invisible or 
inconsequential. Susan Sontag (1977: 4) in her seminal essay ‘On Photography’ observed that 
’photographs do not seem to be statements about the world so much as pieces of it’. Although 
critical of the subversive power of the camera, Sontag vented that:

‘Photographs are, of course, artifacts. But their appeal is that they also seem, in a world 
littered with photographic relics, to have the status of found objects – unpremeditated 
slices of the world. Thus, they trade simultaneously on the prestige of art and the magic of 
the real. They are clouds of fantasy and pellets of information’ (Sontag 1977: 69).

It is conceivable that had photojournalism and documentary disciplines been practiced in the 
time of Aristotle, he may have reasoned that their potency lies with their verisimilitude – real or 
imagined. That is, the photograph is perceived as life imitated with minute fidelity.

‘Since the photograph is pure contingency and can be nothing else (it is always  something 
that is represented) – contrary to the text which, by the sudden action of a single word, 
can shift a sentence from description to reflection – it immediately yields up those ‘details’ 
which constitute the very raw material of ethnological knowledge’ (Barthes 1981: 12).

The language of photography supports this default non-thinking position. We do not make 
photographs, we take photographs. Stand at any photo stall and you will hear people describe 
their images in terms of: this is my sister, this is the hotel in which I stayed, this is my partner, etc. 
And of course none of this is true, it is not in reality the sister, rather it is a piece of paper with 
dots on it. But because of the camera and the invisibility of the photographer in our lifetime we 
have stood on the grassy knoll and watched a president assassinated, manned barricades and 
protested inequality, fought wars, married a prince, travelled to the moon, and so much more, all 
without leaving home. Whether visually literate or not, very few of us have developed defense 
mechanisms for the photograph. When confronted with an image, the non-thinking default 
position is that the photograph is the object. It is more than verisimilitude, for a photograph allows 
the audience to stand at an open door observing (and participating in) events unfolding. It is no 
coincidence that the first image made with a camera was a document (Goldsmith 1979: 17), that 
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the first photo book published was a document (Talbot 1844, 2011), and that the camera has 
been the tool of choice for any discipline that seeks to access notions of the real – journalism, 
documentary, advertising, pornography, history, anthropology, medicine and selfies.

Of course in our more rational moments, we know that the photograph can be manipulated and 
although photographs may not lie, liars photograph. In order to ensure trust with audiences 
photojournalists and documentists have assimilated many of the principles inherent in the codes 
of ethics of print journalism and those demanded by Thucydides (1.22) of historians twenty-five 
centuries ago. While these codes of ethics may vary, common to all is that: 

•    The phenomena under investigation must exist irrespective of the presence of the              
      photojournalist or documentist
•    The phenomena under investigation must be eye-witnessed by the photojournalist or    
     documentist
•    The phenomena under investigation must be captured at the time of eye-witnessing
•    The photojournalist or documentist must seek to be honest in the portrayal of the   
      phenomena under investigation
•    The documents made must be understood as an interpretation of the eye-witnessed  
     event

Whether viewing photojournalistic and documentary imagery or simply reading the newspaper 
or watching the evening news, audiences receive these stories as eye-witnessed accounts of 
events that occurred. And yet sometimes our response is to turn away.

Finding Reason: The media to which we are exposed 
Explicit in Aristotle’s explanation of why we tell stories is the delight derived from knowing 
(Butcher 2000: 15). Yet for some subjected to journalism and documentary imagery, or for all 
of us at some point-in-time, no delight is derived in hearing and seeing the authentic stories of 
others in distress. Claims abound to already know these stories or that we are drowning in this 
type of telling or have grown tired of all the horrible images.

Most people schooled in Minority World culture understand the documentary discourse. They 
understand that the images shown in newspapers, nightly news and documentary exhibitions 
represented events that, in some unembellished form, exist. They understand these stories are 
not make-believe and they are not looking at fine art, or creative advertising images. They are 
schooled in picking up the cues that define the different disciplines. That is, we understand 
intuitively and cognitively the difference between fictional and non-fictional visual storytelling. 
And when dealing with the non-fictional, we know those stories to be, and expect them to be, 
eye-witnessed.

Therefore the claims of being overwhelmed by the constant reporting of tragedies at home and 
abroad seems, on face value, to have merit as to why sometimes we turn away. These stories 
can’t be dismissed as fictional, the trauma exists. Compassion fatigue is built on the assumption 
that because this type of storytelling is so prevalent and pervasive in the media, and because it is 
believed to be true our compassion will be exhausted and fatigued by the need to expend more 
and more emotional and cognitive energy on never-ending-horror-stories.

To see if this could be correct, as an exercise a group of volunteers and ourselves undertook an 
informal audit of a large news agency in an attempt to find any image that could be considered 
visually graphic and upsetting or overwhelming to the senses of a presumed reasonable person. 
The audit found no graphic images of overt horror, pain or trauma, etc. This was not unexpected 
for the codes of ethics that govern media outlets encourage conservative presentations. When 
compared to the imagery found in news media in China, Russia, South East Asia and India, 
the papers of the Minority World are remarkably sanitised. In our media you will not see bodies 
blown apart, screaming motorists impaled on steering wheels, etc. The bloodless language used 
in western media make it easier to accept the trauma experienced by us and inflicted on others 
(DeGhett 2014). Nonetheless there were stories that referred to ongoing global national and local 
events that could be imagined as traumatic but none of this was explicitly present in the journals, 
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papers and magazines in the agency. Yet in abundance were images of, and stories about, 
celebrities, brides and sporting heroes.

Finding Reason: Compassion, pity and imagination
Compassion is difficult to endure. It requires action or results in guilt from inaction. It occurs 
only when the victim and the observer come to inhabit the same psychological space. In the 
writings of both Luc Boltanski (1999) and Hannah Arendt (1963, 2006) pity and compassion are 
differentiated on two significant grounds. The politics of pity (Arendt 2006: 85-95) exist within a 
distant frame of the fortunate and the unfortunate, the observed and the observer, the many and 
the one. In most cases the pitied are the many and are observed by the fortunate and the few. 
The observer’s response is not specifically allocated to each of those observed but is generalised 
across the whole. Images that make the audience feel physically, psychologically and culturally 
distant from the subject elicit feelings of benevolence or pity. It requires no commitment Boltanski 
argues from the observer and no action (1999: 11), including that of continuing to observe.

Compassion Boltanski and Arendt reason is ‘… actualised to specific situations in which those who 
do not suffer meet and come face to face with those who do’ (Boltanski 1999: 6). Unlike the politic 
of pity compassion does not allow for the loquacious, the talkative or the argumentative. It has 
no words rather its language is one of action, expression and gestures ‘through which suffering 
becomes visible and audible to the world’ (Arendt 2006: 86). As such the need to take action, 
imbedded with notions of social justice, becomes paramount (Boltanksi 1999: 5-20). Images 
that close the physical, psychological, and cultural distance between subject and audience more 
often elicit a compassionate response and a duty to observe, to act and, if possible, to change 
the circumstances.

Rarely are stories that negate the distance between the observer and the observed given space 
in newspaper print or time on electronic media. Especially if they are the stories from the Majority 
World. For the most part they exist as the personal works of journalists and documentists whose 
face-to-face encounters with the vulnerable have moved them to use their cameras as tools for 
social change. Though the politics of their stories can be universalised, the telling of the stories 
is always personal and particular. Examples included ‘Keep Passing the Open Windows: stories 
of suicide and grief’ (Blakely 2000), ‘War is Personal’ (Richards 2010), ‘Chernobyl’ (Fusco 2001).

Yet if it is fatigue we feel is it derived from the stories published or disasters imagined? At the 
time of writing, the world is experiencing a pandemic. Australia has enjoyed relative freedom 
from the horrors experienced by many other countries, yet protests to lockdowns abound, the 
media reports a rise in mental illness and feelings of vulnerability. It may be neither compassion 
nor pity that alone drives our sense of being overwhelmed. In addressing audiences’ response 
to disaster stories, Adrian Piper (1991: 726-757) developed the theory of ‘modal imagination’ 
seeking to identify our capacity to envision what is possible in addition to what is shown. Could it 
be that our imaginations can be sufficiently nourished by sanitised media stories, inferred horror 
and catastrophes to imagine what is rendered invisible by that same media, but is paradoxically, 
real?

Extending Piper’s position it could be that the perceived physical, metaphysical and tautological 
qualities of photographs, combined with the verisimilitude inherent in photo journalism and 
documentary practice, provide a powerful arousal mechanism capable of exciting the imagination 
and maybe creating this sense of ongoing disaster in audiences. This may at least and in part 
explain the exhaustion expressed by those who sometimes turn away. 

Finding Reason: The moral community 
Although we are rarely atune to graphic media stories exposing human excess when the visuals 
are carefully constructed to either elicit compassion or pity in the audience. Journalistic images 
made of such events occurring in the Minority World are most likely to individualise the subjects, 
use close viewpoints and include cues to which we identify – national flags, football jumper, 
camaraderie, etc. This approach imitates in minute fidelity the event that has occurred. In doing 
this it brings the audience face to face with the subject. Graphic images of the Majority World 
employ distant viewpoints, visual clutter, separation and absence of identifying cues.
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An example of this is found when comparing the trauma images of the Rwanda Genocide 
(Nachtwey 1994) published throughout the Minority World with that of the destruction of the 
Twin Towers in New York (Nachtwey 2001). The images depicting the Genocide were full of 
visual clutter and in most cases did not individualise any of the heroes or victims. Even the 
famous ‘Scared Man’ (Nachtwey 1994) – an image showing the machete cuts across the face 
of a Rwanda Genocide survivor – gives prominence to the injuries, relegating the victim to that 
of a prop.  Rwandan person or debris, each component was given the same visual real estate 
within the image. Whereas images that covered the destruction of the World Trade Center 
individualised and particularised the people within the context of that destruction. Heroes or 
victims each dominated the images either through the amount of image real estate used or 
through sophisticated design and positioning of the subject. It is worth noting that in the ‘Falling 
Man’ image (Drew 2001) – the photograph of the man who jumped to his death as the towers 
burned – the subject, minute by comparison to the buildings, is positioned to dominate in the 
image (Junod 2021).

In ‘Elementary Forms of Religious Life’, Emile Durkheim (1912, 1954: 47) observed:

‘A religion is a unified system of beliefs and practices relative to sacred things…that are set 
apart and forbidden – beliefs and practices that unite into one single moral community…
all those who adhere to them’.

By the twenty-first century the glue that bound moral communities was no longer necessarily 
a belief in a particular deity or the ritualistic practices that expressed that belief. While shared 
notions of the sacred and profane remain as the bedrock on which communities are formed, 
these pillars now find form through culture, ideology, economics and the politics of privilege as 
mediated through storytelling. Media, both traditional (what remains) and social are the vehicles 
through which notions of the profane and the profound are expressed.

In ‘Media Rituals: A Critical Approach’, Nick Couldry suggests that the rituals involved in digesting 
traditional media (imagined readings of the newspaper together at the same time each morning 
regardless of the geographic location) have replaced public worship (Sunday morning church 
services) as the mode in which social life makes sense (Couldry 2003: 2-3). While reading the 
paper may have replaced prayer prior to the turn of the twenty-first century, today texting and 
being ever-present on Twitter, Facebook or other social platforms have replaced reading the 
news. Whether it be through the rituals of watching the 6.00pm nightly news or buried in social 
media, it is the shared notion that we engage in rituals in similar spaces and at similar times that 
have become a new form of collective worship.

Adding to this is the radical changes to social media feeds. Initially social media was heralded    
as dismantling notions of the other (Johnson and Callahan 2013: 319-339) and blending the 
diverse. Today it has shown itself to be an ever-accelerating manufacturer of tribes or (moral) 
communities. In their paper ‘Homogenizing Social Media’ Merkovity, Imre and Owen argued 
that regardless of the flattening of social audiences Facebook has come to occupy a central 
position in the everyday socialising of hundreds of millions of users around the world. Simply put, 
through the architecture of Facebook and other social media platforms, notions of time, culture, 
politics and society have become homogenised though ‘shaping particular forms of selfhood – 
the neoliberal self’ (Merkovity et al. 2015: 3).

However as evidenced in the recent polarisation in Minority World democracies (the Trump 
Presidency, BREXIT and Climate Change) under this homogenised umbrella minute differences 
are magnified and exaggerated (race, politics, education, work, ideas and thoughts). Rather 
than form one mega-community, Facebook and other social media platforms apply sophisticated 
algorithms to ensure ‘feeds’ support the existing social sensitivities of the user. Effectively, these 
social platforms have become sorting houses for stories that are distributed to like-minded 
people who share almost identical notions of the profane and the sacred. These stories diversely 
applied to each virtual community are now the biblical truths that sustain them. They have 
become contemporary iterations of Durkheim’s moral community. Such communities, that Tom 
Regan (Morris 1997: 39) claimed, are the social spaces of shared values and consensus and 
are dependent for their existence on exclusion. Each community is bound by a ‘moral’ code that 
accrues privilege to members and disfavour to non-members.
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Suffering, Morris (1997: 40) observes is not a universally quantifiable and measurable commodity 
rather it is a social status that is bestowed upon a person depending on their membership or 
non-membership of the (moral) community. Suffering for community members is considered as 
a private tragedy. That is, because members occupy the same space (virtual/ geographical, 
political, social), compassion is generated for those in distress, action is required. Similar suffering 
experienced by non-members is conceptualised as being public, that is, occupying a different 
metaphoric time and space. Compassion is replaced by pity and the politics of pity requiring no 
action.

Stories that do not bring the audience and the subject to the same space are easier from which 
to turn. In doing so, they promote the ‘other’ and ensure a distance develops and is sustained 
between ‘them’ and ‘us’.  Is it this distance that allows us to sometimes turn away?

Finding Reason: Maybe it’s me
Of the seven elements of news worthiness the three most important are: how the story will impact 
the reader (for instance a pandemic, will I be ok?); is the story current; and how close is the story 
happening to the reader. Put another way, is the story about me in the now. 

In a scathing criticism of the media (and us for creating it), Richard Stivers, a distinguished 
Emeritus professor of Sociology at Illinois State University, states that the ideal human in 
western culture – independent and reason bound in the service of freedom – is transformed into 
a ‘distracted, hyperactive, pleasure-seeking envious, emotion-dominated child who acts without 
thinking, is only capable of shallow relationships and is lonely with a need to conform  to the peer 
group’ (Stivers, 2020: 30). This he argues is achieved through a complex mix of media content, 
media advertising, media imagery, speed of information, propaganda without an ideological 
underpinning and ambiguity of language and politics (Stivers, 2020). Concisely he states that 
the function of corporate media is to manipulate the public away from reason and the service of 
freedom. 

Stiver’s position is the antithesis of the western ideal and positioning popular journalism as 
bringing about the destruction of the independent and reason-persons. In this critique each of 
us is reduced to a narcissistic consuming unit whose interests cannot transcend themselves or 
their consumption. Maybe when sometimes we turn away it is because the stories told are not 
me-centric.

It would be foolish to argue there need be only one cause to make those who turn away, turn 
away. Maybe we are drowning in a litany of horror stories, or maybe we imagine this to be so. 
Could it be that the stories told employ visual methods that create or exaggerate a distance 
between the subjects and the audiences and thereby lessen our emotional involvement. Or is it 
possible that we more easily turn away from stories that tell of trauma outside our community. 
Do we turn away because to do otherwise will require us to act or if we stay observing do we feel 
the weighty guilt of our inaction? Maybe Aristotle is no longer relevant in the twenty-first century 
and Richard Stivers is correct in assuming media has made us empty and shallow vessels. It is 
possible that fear has replaced exclusion as the bedrock upon which communities are based and 
that the chasm between the Majority and Minority Worlds has grown so wide that compassion 
is now too expensive to envisage. Regardless in the end, the desire to sometimes turn away 
comes because it is easier than to observe. Maybe in the twenty-first century the delight is in not 
knowing and not needing to act.

As documentists we employ the conventions stated in the previous section of this paper. Most of 
the time our stories begin with a simple understanding that ‘it’s not OK’. This heuristic beginning 
is more often a mix of care, notions of social justice, curiosity, shame and/or anger. We begin with 
the understanding that we don’t understand. Our tools are respect, inquisitiveness, cameras, 
tape recorders, pens, friends and our collaboration.

In our practice we seek to challenge those modes of journalism and documentary practice that 
intentionally, or unintentionally, reinforce moral communities and the boundaries that surround 
and protect them. In doing this we hope to lessen the distance between the spectator and the 
subject and present these stories as also a collaboration between author and participant. We 
claim no objectivity nor do we attempt to remain impartial.
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Through immersing ourselves in the lives of our participants, we become stakeholders. The stories 
are never solely about the subjects nor are they only autobiographical. Rather these stories are 
the stories of ‘them’ and ‘us’ and by extension become ‘our’ stories. Mindful of Boltanski’s hope 
that compassion blends with justice and enacts social change, we seek a language that speaks 
affectively and conveys, as felt knowledge, the lived experience of all involved. It is hoped that 
the synopses of stories  that follow combine with the text above and present our arguments both 
cognitively and affectively.

In the concluding comments of the paper ‘Justice Denied’ (Blakely and Lloyd 2009) we made the 
following statement. It remains relevant for this paper:

‘Lawrence Langer, in his essay ‘The Alarmed Vision’ called for a new language to ‘disturb 
our collective consciousness and stir it into practical actions that move beyond mere pity’. 
He argued that, ‘we will get nowhere with this problem until we admit that the familiar 
verbal modes for approaching it have been exhausted by centuries of repetition’ (Langer 
1996: 47).
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Genocide and Rwanda: A Brief History  
The genocide of the Tutsi in Rwanda and the politicide of moderate 
Hutu was a political strategy adopted by the elite to hold onto power 
at all costs. While misrepresented in the North as little more than 
an horrific tribal conflict, the slaughter of Tutsi and moderate Hutus 
was, in reality, a meticulously planned and well rehearsed attempt 
by extremists, within the Habyarimana government, to give life to a 
racial ideology that, paradoxically, had no foundations within historic 
Rwanda (African Rights 1995).

Six months after the RPF victory and the end of the slaughter the 
first soldiers from the United Nations Assistance Mission to Rwanda 
II arrived in-country. Australia provided the medical contingent to 
UNAMIR II. Following a long tradition of embedding ‘war artists’ with 
troops in conflict areas we were attached to the first rotation of troops 
to Rwanda. Our brief was to document the impact of Australian Forces 
in Rwanda. Like so many others, we believed the genocide had ended 
once the killings had ceased. 

In 2006 and 2008 we returned to Rwanda to find the traces of Australia’s 
involvement in the contemporary society. What we discovered was that 
for many survivors there is no life after the genocide. They have lost, 
and continue to lose, their health, their dignity, their security and their 
liberty. In many ways through the omission of the Rwanda government 
and the international community to enforce notions of justice, the 
genocide continues. 

As we interviewed some of the women it was obvious the genocide 
had not ended. Like many survivors they see their lives as finished 
and themselves as the living dead. In telling their stories, they sought 
to share their scars in the hope others cared and they mattered. We 
came to understand in sharing their stories they validated their survival.

In 100 days 830,000 people were murdered
250,000 women and girls were raped

Perpetrators included the army, the police, the militia, the 
clergy, the professional class and the commonperson

...and nobody helped.

‘In such countries, genocide is not too important’
President Francois Mitterrand quoted in Le Figaro 1994

NEVER AGAIN
Angela Blakely and David Lloyd
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How do you begin to describe losing your family? How can you 
describe this to an audience that cannot really imagine the extent of 
that loss? Marcella told us about her family: A family of thirty-seven 
people across three generations. Only four survived the genocide. But 
these are just numbers – numb expressions of loss. 

We meticulously copied down everything that Marcella could remember. 
Her brothers’ and sisters’ details, the names of the children, the hint of 
those yet to be baptised. At times she couldn’t remember their names 
and things she did remember were confused. Traumatic memory ‘they’ 
call it. 

To ask her to recall it in detail was a burden on her but one she shared 
with us so that others might know her family once existed. 

This is Marcella’s family tree.
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Over a quarter of a century has passed since the 1994 Rwanda 
genocide and there remains a strong sense of sadness. On our return 
visits to Rwanda we met survivors who struggle to exist. Many carry 
the scars of the genocide – both physically and emotionally. They 
share their stories with us in the hope that people in the West will care. 
We carry their stories so people will know.

Working in collaboration with the survivors, the following are their 
stories.

I MET A MAN TODAY

Angela Blakely and David Lloyd
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It Was A Time When Nothing Mattered
Duffield Rd, Margate

It was a time when nothing mattered but the immediate. The ‘60s had 
just begun and puberty was still distant. The days were spent either 
at school, at home reading comics or at the beach. Actually it was 
mostly at the beach. We lived a five-minute walk from the sands of 
Margate and, in those days, a mother’s warning was little more than 
‘stay together’ as we walked out the gate. For my brother and me 
these days started early and ended late. I’m not sure what we did, 
but I know the world didn’t exist outside of those moments. For my 
sister it was different. She was four years older and that made her 
a different species. I can’t remember ever talking to Christina about 
what mattered to her. I just assumed her life was like mine. But it 
wasn’t.

THERE WAS A TIME

David Lloyd

PHoto CoMMentARY
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He Didn’t Kiss Me
Toilet Block: Redcliffe Show Grounds

I don’t know when it happened, but a shade of grey descended over the 
blue skies and yellow sands. There was a vulnerability about everything. Its 
beginning is only a vague memory but I suspect it began in 1962. That was the 
year my sister was raped.

It wasn’t talked about in the family. At best, I was only slightly aware of the 
whispers and fractured conversations. Christina was fourteen, a virgin. 
That didn’t matter. But when she finally told me the story, being a virgin was 
important to her. She told me she always felt ugly, her friends were pretty and 
she wore her poverty with embarrassment. On this day, she had gone to the 
movies with a friend and there they met a couple of boys. She knew them so 
she felt safe and, besides, it was 1962, Margate and everyone felt safe. On her 
way home she went to the toilet at the Redcliffe Showgrounds. She said, he 
came in, grabbed her head and thrust her into the wall. As she fell he was on 
top of her. She said she thought it might have been her fault. She didn’t scream. 
She was just so scared. She recalls saying no, but she is uncertain whether 
it was in her head or out loud. Anyway, no-one came. She doesn’t remember 
leaving the toilet block or how she got home. She felt uglier, used and somehow 
responsible. She told me she remembers thinking ‘he didn’t even kiss me’.

THERE WAS A TIME
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Two Weeks Later He Dropped Me
Settlement Cove, Redcliffe

It was 1964 and life moved on. Puberty separated my brother and 
me and our age difference now seemed insurmountable. Days flowed 
into each other with little to distinguish them. Christina had repaired 
physically, but back then I didn’t know there was anything that needed 
repairing. She was dating, well at least boys would come to take her 
out and return her late. That is until she met Alan. Alan was different. 
They dated for six months. He came by each morning after his night 
shift and drove her to school. She said she felt loved – in his car, in 
his arms. They had sex, just the once. She said it was special. He 
took her to the beach at the Settlement Cove, laid out a blanket and 
he brought some food. It all seemed so romantic. Two weeks passed 
without seeing him. One morning on his way home from work he came 
by and said it was over. He didn’t tell her why but she knew somehow 
it must be her.

THERE WAS A TIME
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Doreen Lambert’s Grave
Redcliffe Cemetery

Four years into the decade and life didn’t seem as carefree anymore. 
It’s not that the days were purposeful, but an uneasiness lay beneath 
the surface. Our poverty was no longer invisible to me. For my mother 
each day was full of hardship. Without a husband she was alone and 
her children offered her little companionship. My sister was beyond 
control and my brother was delinquent. One day in late September 
Doreen Lambert went missing. She was a school friend of my sister 
and her brother was my brother’s friend. It would be two years before 
her raped and discarded body was found. Yet from the beginning, the 
shock and horror of imagining the worst became a dark cloud in our 
lives. Dinner times became filled with sinister musings of Doreen’s fate. 
I never met Doreen, but of all of us I think I knew her the best. Doreen’s 
fate was mythologised in my mother’s warnings. I imagined the worst 
and feared the unknown. The beach was no longer our playground. 
We moved on. Yet in so many ways Doreen has been a part of my life.  
We were never together, but still today we are attached.

THERE WAS A TIME
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CONTROL YOURSELF

key words: Women’s idenitity, body, stereotype, photography, self-worth

Angela Blakely

Much of my work looks at women’s identity – I am interested in the 
way in which women who don’t meet the media stereotype learn to like 
themselves; or dislike themselves. As we move further into the twenty-
first century and function in an ever increasing visual society, the 
emphasis on appearance continues to contribute to the categorisation 
of the female body. The body is maintained as a measure of a woman’s 
worth and identity. Today, women continue to be bombarded with 
images of the ‘ideal’ and learn to equate body image with self-worth. 
This ideal, for most, is crippling. My images focus on the fragments and 
the debris created from this process and are important in a discussion 
that challenges the ‘ideal image’ as a false representation.

‘Control Yourself’ deals specifically with the issues surrounding eating 
disorders and the more subtle social controls that encourage women 
to mutilate themselves in the name of beauty. I have attempted to 
capture the covert violence that exists towards women when aspects 
of consumer cultures combine to promote a beauty industry.  

Susan Bordo, author of Unbearable Weight: Feminism, western 
culture, and the body, argues that most women in our culture are 
‘disordered’ when it comes to issues of self-worth, self-entitlement, 
self-nourishment, and comfort with their own bodies. Eating disorders, 
far from being ‘bizarre’ and anomalous, are utterly continuous with a 
dominant element of the experience of being female in this culture. The 
anorectic does not ‘misperceive’ her body; rather she has learned all 
too well the dominant cultural standards of how to perceive. 

My criticism extends into the way advertising media seduces the 
viewer. The products as objects are beautiful, but become ugly and 
violent through association. They seduce women into thinking it’s OK to 
mutilate their bodies. Some of the overt deforming processes in which 
women have been engaged (historically – corsets, foot binding) have 
been replaced with more subtle forms through the use of laxatives, diet 
and pills, etc.

Photographing the objects allowed me to take work from the specific 
to the more universal.

Reference
Bordo S. 2004  Unbearable Weight: Feminism, western culture, and     
     the body, University of California Press. USA.
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CHEMO-WASTE

key words: Chemo-therapy, Luekemia, Chemo-Waste, photography, etching

Dellas Henke

CReAtIVe CoMMentARY

The ‘Chemo-Waste’ project was a refuge from the impairment of quality of life, and the associated 
intense emotions of having and dealing with a life-threatening illness. The project works as a 
witness, a document, a narrative for staying vigilant in the battles of strength and willpower to 
overcome cancer. The image above is a traditional process silver-gelatin photograph and is the 
title of this commentary. Sometimes I was in a room with many other patients in a circle – it was 
very weird to be in public during such an intimate, personal moment of our lives but it made the 
process efficient for the amazing nurses. I had to be careful taking this photo so no one would see 
me making it and so that none of the other 30 people in the room appeared in it. The chemo-waste 
tub on wheels was full of toxic stuff, used needles, tubes, blood and flotsam from the process.

Introduction
Late in 1997 I woke up with a massive lump on my neck that only lasted a few days then vanished 
as mysteriously as it appeared. It took many specialists many months to track the cause. They 
had been poking in the wrong places because back then people in their early forties didn’t get 
Chronic Lymphocytic Leukemia (CLL), a cancer that affects the blood and bone marrow — a 
kind of leukemia that mainly only showed up in people in their seventies or eighties. I was told to 
go home, live life as normal and when it developed to a dangerous and treatable point then they 
would deal with it. That took six years. The fact is, they really didn’t have treatments but because 
this tumour in the blood was showing up more and more often and in younger and younger people, 
research and even clinical trials were started during that six year wait. During the year of waiting I 
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would have produced a couple hundred pieces of work – some finished and some just ephemera, 
trials of drawings, snapshots and prints – a kind of diary scrapbook of thoughts and emotions 
tucked away in memorial boxes for future reference.

The Chemo-Waste project lasted six or seven years although I didn’t know it was a project until 
I realised that there were hundreds of visual notes – silver-gelatin photos, drug-store photos, 
drawings, a small suite of etchings and some mixed media work. Much of it is unfinished 
ephemera but from that extended effort and focus some of the sketchbook work was gathered 
into something complete. There were other bodies of work made at the time which were directly or 
indirectly influenced by the experience. Emotions are controlled by creating other off-shoot image 
series ‘Markers’ and ‘Garden and Tangles’ to vent through creativity by documenting thoughts of 
entanglement and recognising that what you thought of your life may become very short. Most of 
the series of ‘Markers’, ‘Garden and Tangles’ photographs were made during the prolonged six 
year wait ¬– these images stood for or were influenced by what was going on, tangles in my blood, 
watching the spent lush garden returning to the soil, toppled trees — and the waiting, the waiting 
had a profound influence on these photographs.

Figure 1: ‘Markers’, Henke 2000 and ‘Garden and Tangles’ Henke 2000.

The Early Years – Introduction to Photography
I grew up in Rochester NY, home of the Eastman Kodak Company where my father worked. 
Growing up with the latest Kodak cameras in our hands at a very young age we captured 
everything, the forts we built, the same artificial Christmas tree year after year — all the usual 
suburban memorabilia was photographed. None of us were very savvy or skilled and what we 
shot was rarely considered – (heads cut off being a common, rarely corrected problem).  Kodak 
was an iconic brand in the twentieth century making photography available to the middle class 
and allowing the concerns, traditions, rituals of the family to capture moments that otherwise, we 
assumed, would be lost. So, photography for me during those early times was driven by sentiment 
and carefree middle class values. The first time I saw serious photographic images was in high 
school when we were introduced to the Brady Civil War images and then remarkably, a student 
in a World History class brought in her father’s photo album of the lynching of Mussolini and his 
family. At that time I am sure those photographs were never published as they are so incredibly 
gruesome although, you can now find them on Getty Images. Seeing those photographs shook 
me and I wondered at the time – and I still do wonder – how growing up with those albums in 
your house might shape your life. It was an early lesson about the power and possibilities of 
photography and a far cry from photos of Christmas presents and tree forts! Thinking of that album 
of photographs I am reminded of the hundreds of mobile phone-photos made at the US Capitol on 
January 6th and how close the mob came to creating and documenting another gruesome scene. 
And I think of how quickly those images were circulated world-wide. Today millions of photographs 
are uploaded to social media platforms on a daily basis.

Chemo-Waste
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In college a couple of years later I happened to see the remarkable ‘New Topographics’ at the 
Eastman House in Rochester NY exhibited from 1975-2009. This exhibition of urban landscape 
photography was a turning point in the history of photography that signalled a radical shift away 
from traditional depictions of landscape: ‘Pictures of transcendent natural vistas gave way to 
unromanticised views of stark industrial landscapes, suburban sprawl, and everyday scenes 
not usually given a second glance’ (SFMOMA 2021). Curated by William Jenkins this historical 
exhibition has been critiqued a number of times over the years and in 2010 O’Hagan, a reporter 
from the Guardian, discussed its value and importance for landscape photography and questions 
if the images have the same impact today:

The New Topograhics exhibition in 1975 was not just the moment when the apparently 
banal became accepted as a legitimate photographic subject, but when a certain strand 
of theoretically driven photography began to permeate the wider contemporary art world. 
Looking back, one can see how these images of the ‘man-altered landscape’ carried a 
political message and reflected, unconsciously or otherwise, the growing unease about how 
the natural landscape was being eroded by industrial development and the spread of cities 
(O’Hagan 2010).

Although as a young man at the time I can’t say I understood the radical re-visioning in the New 
Topographic exhibition but I can say that it was the first time I took a hard look at the reality of our 
culture in America represented photographically because I grew up in one of those post-war middle 
class housing developments as depicted in so many photos in that exhibit. From this I learned to 
question what I see and what I have been taught to value and take for granted and what not to 
value. In any case, I have always had a camera near-by and I photograph just about everything. 
It was and is a tool much like a sketchbook. By the time the Chemo-Waste photographs were 
made it was only natural for me to use the camera as much as I use drawing and printmaking, as 
a means to see the world and to try to grasp a relationship to it. I often go back to old photographs, 
prints and drawings to get a sense of what I was thinking or wondering about when the images 
were first made. I almost never really know what I am doing and so going back and looking is 
useful. Another way to say this – and this took me a long time to learn – is that I draw or photograph 
in order to find out what I was thinking, feeling and wondering about. 

The New Topograhics exhibition in 1975 was not just the moment when the apparently banal 
became accepted as a legitimate photographic subject, but when a certain strand of theoretically 
driven photography began to permeate the wider contemporary art world. Looking back, one can 
see how these images of the ‘man-altered landscape’ carried a political message and reflected, 
unconsciously or otherwise, the growing unease about how the natural landscape was being 
eroded by industrial development and the spread of cities (O’Hagan 2010).

I have no formal training in photography outside of an introductory course in college. At some point 
around the late 1990s I recognised I was taking a deeper dive into the medium. This discovery was 
made when I noticed that of the last 100 art books I purchased 90 of them were photobooks – this 
realisation was the signal to set up a dark room and try to come to a deeper understanding of the 
medium. Although a dying art, the darkroom is literally a dark room made for the development of 
photographic traditional film and printing. I have to say, I was pretty irreverent to the teachings of 
Ansel Adams or traditional methods of photographing. Experimentation was key and I often drew 
on my photos, painted on them, cut them up, in order to finish them or to see what else they could 
reveal – I hardly ever made a good print and if I did I didn’t know how to do it again. During this 
time I also realised that I did not like the commercially printed photograph as they don’t feel as 
good in your hand, they don’t sound good when you handle them especially today when I think 
about how we view photographs now – just pixels on a screen – we can’t even touch them. I 
love to work with etchings and particularly as printed objects to touch and feel. This has to do 
with the beautiful papers and inks used to make them. Etching is a process where an image is 
created by scratching with specialty tools onto metal or polymer plates, the plate is then inked 
and pressed onto dampened art-paper to make a print. The love of printmaking led me to taking 
a workshop with a colleague at Anderson Ranch Art Center in Colorado working in copper plate 
gravure and learning that the process was too toxic, expensive and arduous. The next step was to 
learn photopolymer gravure – a perfect marriage of photography and printmaking – producing and 
seeing photographs printed with ink on beautiful papers. It is a process combining photography 

Chemo-Waste
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and intaglio printmaking. Intaglio is where the image is etched onto a plate. Interestingly the first 
photogravure method for printmaking was invented by William Henry Fox Talbot and Karel Klič 
in the early nineteenth-century, which then became the main process for commercial printing. 
Photopolymer gravure is a modern non-toxic process, not so arduous as in traditional gravure, 
where an image is etched direct onto a plate which I intend to work further on this practice in the 
near future.

The Experience
The following is the artist statement from the 2007 Coe College exhibition of the Chemo-Waste 
suite of work. Coe College is in Cedar Rapids, Iowa, USA.

Artist statement Chemo-Waste 2007 
It was a question. . .  what do you do with this? What do you do with 50 or 60 waiting rooms, an 
unknown void that fills you like a water balloon, and what about the boredom? To document this 
experience was something to do while waiting. And with a concern that this kind of experience 
might easily be squandered. The camera is a kind of blanket to peek out from under, a note pad, 
with a hope for eventual lucidity, maybe a silver lining caught in the silver grains. Meanwhile a 
small pile of pictures grew: What is showing? In what way? And was this experience ‘worth it’? 
One wonders.

When I look back at my pictures they seem hardly a mirror. Can that be me? As far as I could see, 
there was no self-portrait with cancer. What I saw was this bizarre passivity, a mental mud. In Houston 
USA I saw thousands of people being ushered onto wheelchairs, though weirdly, the greeters in their 
lily white coats were so kind and decent you could hardly believe it and I was convinced that it was 
a six year-long dream that might or might not end soon. That’s who is in the pictures.

When you sit in a chemo clinic, (chemotherapy, the latest and greatest new state-sponsored lottery 
game; our elected officials add the cost of cancer to the gross national product), it’s like sitting in a 
life-and-death hairdressing salon – except half the people are hairless – and you can’t exactly ask 
the 20 or 30 folks around you if you can photograph them, what would be the point? Though you 
become so outraged at the suffering, and the profiteering that you do feel tempted to acknowledge 
it, to expose it. Besides, if this phenomenon, this epidemic, this industry was rare you might feel, 
Why me?  But you feel much more, Why do we let this happen?

When I was a boy I remember hearing that one in five Americans would get cancer, this said 
with the inflection—This is too much. Now it is one in two men and one in three women. This is 
way too much. On the 16th and last day of chemo, by timing drips, I counted 16,800 drops of 
Rituxan, Fludarabine, and Cytoxin. Then I did the math. Thirty-two cents a drip. Do the math. It is 
boring sitting there; you nearly hope something will go wrong with the needle in your arm just to 
be touched by one of the nurses; you want to know something is happening, something else is 
happening. And they do seem to have answers, a genuine response to this. The doctors, who are 
truly, respectfully brilliant do have a response ... they just don’t let you see it.

Energy drops to flu level, toxin quickens in every cell, mind slows and numbs, stomach churns. Now 
you know something is happening. What? Make pictures to maybe find out. It somehow seems 
better than reading the science or charting the weekly blood counts that seem as incomprehensible 
and fickle as the Dow Jones. And though you know all of these things have an effect on you and 
those you care about, you don’t really believe in any of these abstractions. Rebound. (Almost). 
Forget this is happening. 16,800 drops of nausea ... make up songs ... ‘I’m a raging toxic waste 
dump’ sung to the tune of ‘Glory, Glory Hallelujah’.

The information gathered isn’t journalism, nor what we call art, more of a documentation. The 
burden of meaning has again outweighed, outmaneuvered any ability to stick it on a pin. I also 
realise that after looking at the six-month pile of pictures that I was instinctively interested in 
imaging what I was likely to repress (in this way they are a kind of anti-symbol). Instinct because 
regarding what is repressed may be of value for healing. By trying to describe our appearance in 
the world, in a small way they may help define what is human ... functioning right on the boundary, 
maybe on each side of the boundary where we lose our humanity, where we discover madness 

Chemo-Waste
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and death. Where we discover hope...

Conclusion
The portfolio of images published here are a selection of the final works from the visual notes, 
photographs, sketchbooks and diaries made during the experience, through all of the time waiting 
and during the treatment, and the aftermath.

References:
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113-4: ‘Waiting Room’. Silver photograph. Sometimes I got a room to 
myself to wait out the hours during chemo. This image has always had 
a creepy resemblance to an electric chair.
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131-22: ‘More waiting!’ A digital photograph with just normal 
manipulations. This was the first chemotherapy day. They put 
you in a hospital room. A few hours after this late afternoon photo 
was made I was glad I was in the hospital.

120-11: ‘Untitled. Silver photograph’. This photo shows that 
it was clearly a moment when I was looking at a recent image 
I made and speculating about it. It comes from questioning the 
image on the screen and my situation.



    Social Alternatives Vol. 40 No. 2, 2021             41       

Chemo-Waste

126-11: ‘Moments’. Colour commercially processed photographs. 
All standard drugstore 4X6” images. All photographed while 
bored waiting for a doctor to show up. 
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135-26: ‘Jewelry’. Also a digital photograph minimally manipulated. The 
chemo sessions lasted two to three days each so they thankfully left the 
apparatus attached.

. 
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119-10 ‘You and You and You’. Silver photo scanned and digitally 
reprinted and drawn on with graphite and a chalk pencil. Obviously 
posed – and I can’t at all recall what I was thinking at that time except to 
say that I often draw or photograph with no conscious intention, letting 
the making of a visual diary develop and flow – in order to find out what 
I am thinking.
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128-19: ‘Leukey Boy’. Printed from traditional film on silver-gelatine 
paper of self-portrait in front of a white chalk drawing on black paper. 
Digitally scanned and levels adjusted then printed on mat inkjet paper, 
hand-coloured and reprinted on satin inkjet paper. The emotional strain 
made days feel like this. 
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135-27: ‘Kid Gloves’. Digital photograph manipulated to remove 
background with etching printed on top then hand coloured. I could not 
explain this if I tried!! It must have bothered me because I only printed 
one of these. 
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Reprints, Review, and Refusing Ventriltoquism of the ‘Folk’: Providing 
Tellabilty to the Storied through a Family’s Photographs 

key words:Photo-elicitation, tellability, ventriloquism of the folk, family photographs, family stories

sALLY BUsBY

PHoto-essAY

ABSTRACT
We store boxes and albums of family photographs including those handed down from generations, 
whether good or bad. This paper considers the narrative of the plethora of photographs made by 
my family over the years. I spent three years printing enlargements of my family’s photographic 
negatives from the 1930s through the 1960s. Multiple generations of my family wrote stories on 
the printed photographs. Of significance is how my family’s writing synthesised the importance 
of the photographed moment as well as hinting to connections among all of the images and 
stories. I argue that without the photo elicitation to create a path for tellability by the ‘folk’ many 
family storying would be ventriloquism (the telling of stories) that would not provide the respect 
for generations to share through combining image and text to their own story. The family tradition 
of sharing stories and looking at photographs together is a common process since the nineteenth 
century.

In my early years I once ‘wasted’ an entire roll of film taking photographs of cars and squirrels. 
I was seven and visiting my grandmother in New Orleans, Louisiana. My thought at that time 
was that the world would change, and it might be nice to know what cars looked like during the 
early 1980s. I did not recognise it at the time, but this was the genesis of my fascination with 
photographs, snapshots, and the story behind them. 

I also share my experience as an undergraduate at university. I was excited about learning with 
my focus on finishing projects and earning grades, not necessarily using the following narrative 
project as research. Whilst working on this project I discovered broad connections among family, 
word, image and the greater community. The following analysis of building the narrative argues 
that the text added by my family to the visual images is significant because their voice drives the 
connections through stories.

My family, the ‘folk’ of my project, decided what to share, what was significant, and what to silence. 
It is only in examining this inquiry decades later through the lenses of time and analysis of theory 
that I understand the process continues to follow Jasmine Ulmer’s idea of ‘Slow Ontology’ where 
awareness and observation ‘promotes alternative rhythms of inquiry through writing’ (Ulmer 2017: 
201).

Background
I chose photography as an elective during my sophomore year where I learned to use a bottle 
opener to pry open spools of film in the dark, muscle memory to blindly re-spool onto developing 
reels, and broom handles to mix ‘chemistry’. I spent hours in the red-lit darkroom watching silver 
pieces clump on paper. I fell in love with the process of developing and printing — mirroring 
my enchantment with the art of taking and viewing the photograph. I took more semesters of 
photography as an undergraduate, not just because I remained mesmerised by the process, but 
because I discovered a cigar box that helped me unlock stories and connections among three 
generations of my mother’s family.

I found the cigar box in a tall dresser of my grandparents’ home during a weekend visit. There 
were several other cigar boxes in back corners of dresser drawers, but this box did not gape open 
with thick piles of scallop-edged, high-contrast snapshots from my grandmother’s and mother’s 
childhoods. It instead was shut tight with a purple metallic string stretched twice around the box’s 
middle, its hinge not sprung from years of strain because instead of prints, it held negatives; 
many of them looked clouded and obscure. They were stacked tightly in small piles inside waxy 
glassine envelopes.
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Unlike the 35-millimeter negatives I saw almost daily in class and lab, wound around metal 
spools and hung to dry after developing, these negatives were large, some the size of the index 
cards. Others were square, neatly centering shadows of dresses and edges of houses. I could 
not tell much from the negatives other than that they were old, and I could only wonder how they 
would look as prints. 

My grandmother agreed to let me take the cigar box of negatives after I explained, ‘You will get 
all of the negatives back — just as they are. I know what I am doing. I am taking photography’. I 
knew I was lying to her. I had no clue what I was doing.

Methods attempting to add truth to my promise
Following my professor’s instructions, I transferred the two hundred or so negatives to clear 
plastic sleeves and stored them in a binder. The cigar box sat on the corner of my desk, the 
purple string wound in a tight circle and stored with the empty glassine envelopes inside the box. 
That next morning I went to the photography lab to print contact sheets of the gathered sheets 
of negatives. 

The first time I walked outside of the darkroom to look at one of my contact sheets in the light, 
I just stared down at those small pictures. I saw my mom as a baby and my grandfather and 
grandmother. I saw a lot of people I did not know, but I recognised well-composed images 
consisting of the geometric shapes of grouped family, lines of earth adjacent to the lines of a 
building and body, and a tight frame of a face with a blurred background of trees. I was in love 
with the compositions, intrigued by the characters, and knew that these images told a story — 
one that I didn’t quite understand. I enlarged particularly captivating negatives, ones that were 
interesting from both an artistic and cultural standpoint (Zuromskis 2008). After printing a series 
of twenty pictures, I took another trip to my grandparents’ home.

This time I did not go searching for pictures but brought them with me. I explained that we 
would look at the photographs they had made decades earlier and I printed days before, talk 
about the photographs, and write on them. I remember the questioning looks I received from my 
family, ‘Write on photographs? The fronts of them?’ Honestly, I felt those same questions and 
doubts about my decision to incorporate my family’s voices through their own words, but I only 
suggested we might do a sample photograph together.

We briefly discussed the image, who was in it, who had made the photograph, where it was 
made, and wondered about why it might have been made. I then wrote what I knew about the 
photograph right below it with a thin Sharpie, explained what I had written and why, and then 
asked my mother, grandmother, and grandfather to add some words of their own below what I 
had written (see figure 1).

It was when I read my grandfather’s writing on the picture that I realised there was more to these 
pictures than well-centered images or compelling compositions. I knew very little of what my 
grandfather had just explained so succinctly in his text, using an openness I did not recognise. 
‘This is one of my best friends’, he wrote. ‘We went everywhere together. We are still best of friends. 
We have never lived more than one mile apart. He is two years older’. It was so different from 
the information offered by my grandmother, mother, and myself — all of us so enthralled with the 
process of taking the photograph and looking at it — that we had forgotten the process of looking 
into it.

My grandfather had a gift for looking into the photograph to see what it meant, seeing not just the 
people or the dates or the places, but allowing these facts to become catalysts for deeper memory 
and understanding. Throughout my childhood, my family had often spent hours looking at and 
talking about our pictures, but we had never written the stories down. My grandfather took these 
hours of stories about pictures and people in them and put them on paper. He showed what I had 
not imagined could come across — the folk event of viewing photographs. My grandfather’s writing 
gave the depth of oral history to a photograph already rich with the beauty of a thoughtfully created 
image.
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I passed each photograph around the living room. Starting with my mother, everyone said 
whatever they wanted to about the image — the background, the people, the dogs (that was 
a favourite topic) — and any story the pictures brought to mind. The interviews were informal, 
though I did record them. By the middle of the afternoon I had almost two hours of audio of my 
family’s laughter and stories — stories about things my mother did as a child, memories about 
cousins and aunts and great-grandparents, and the early years of my grandparents’ marriage. 
For each picture we would listen again to what our family had said and I would transcribe, word 
for word, what each family member decided was ‘worth writing’ on the picture. Then my mom, 
grandmother, or grandfather would copy it onto the final print.  

Eventually, I asked my grandfather to write whatever he wanted on his own. I was amazed each 
time he would hold up another finished picture. His words were concise and sincere. He used no 
punctuation, which gave his sentences an oddly extravagant simplicity. ‘This is Johnny Walker 
my nephew he served in Vietnam returned home got a job at a trailer manufactory was killed in 
less than 2 weeks’ (see figure 2). Because of the lack of punctuation, the reader has to study his 
words more carefully to ascertain their meaning and while studying his words, one feels a closer 
connection to the words and the photograph.

My grandmother would tire after writing her first couple of sentences and, like she did with the 
camera, tended to shy away from the tape recorder. But she too managed to find her voice, 
discovering humour in the pictures of herself (see figure 3), struggling to remember a certain 
dog’s name, and arguing with her daughter Deborah about what Christmas that picture was 
taken or who took it.

My mother’s response to this possibly daunting and exhausting task was enthusiasm and a 
slight competitiveness. She focused on finding just the right word to describe a friend or relative, 
making sure she created the scene with a lengthy description of a particular object or the place 
the photograph was made. The end result was a well-written and slightly detached piece of text, 
although she consistently included the reader in her comments, as in, ‘You know who this is?’ 
(see figure 4). What I liked best about my mother’s writing is that it displayed her ‘roots’ so well.  
Her perfect penmanship and structured style contrasted with her parents’ writing, but some of her  
phrasing hinted at more colloquial speech. ‘Here I am all cleaned up for Christmas’ (see figure 5).

Over a three year process, I printed sixty additional enlargements from these negatives. After 
that first visit, I no longer crafted writings for my mother and grandmother using the transcripts of 
their recorded memories, but instead I would hold up an image, ask who wanted to write on that 
photograph, and hand it over. I wanted their voices to be solely their own.

Identifying results
Several years later I returned to the photographs and my interviews. I wondered what layers 
of meaning and memory my family’s words had added to the images. The photographs were 
a distinctive set of objects that told stories through the images themselves and the texts added 
another original phenomenon to the images. Was there a larger story encasing the individual 
tales? The use of family photographs to discover cultural memories (Kuhn 2007) created 
connections that reached beyond research and questions. I had not yet understood the self-
documentation of my family’s writing as providing a way for individual reflexive thought.

The images as catalysts for conversations provided me considerable insight into my family’s 
perception of how their lives had changed since arriving in the southern state of Mississippi as 
poor, rural farmers in the 1930s. The words my family had written on the photographs layered 
page upon page in creating a living family history I had not known previously. 

The lives of my great-grandparents, grandparents, and mother had been consistently recorded 
through their lens of photography for almost three decades. The decision of what to make a 
photograph of was up to the photographers, mainly the three generations of Bruce women. They 
chose what to record of their lives while they and their families gradually attained three significant 
goals: stability with ties to the land, middle class status, and private business ownership.
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Developing a conclusion 
Over the years I found more negatives, most of them belonging to my great-grandmother and 
made during the mid to late1930s and throughout the 1940s. I compared these to the images 
made primarily during the 1950s and 1960s. I began to notice photographic illustrations of those 
collective goals prioritised by my family as well as documentation of my mother’s migration 
from the rural south to an urban centre. In the photographs my great-grandmother made of her 
work, land, and family, I saw the process of attaining residency within the community slowly 
evolve — moving from images of bright laundry hanging on tree branches and sides of dog-trot 
rental houses to portraits of her daughters holding flowers and her sons with their arms wrapped 
protectively around two dogs. When my grandmother and mother began making photographs, 
they chose subjects that continued to illustrate the place the family held within the community 
— documenting the event of building a home on owned-land and taking photographs of friends 
playing cards at their dining room table, and, later, expanding the documentation to school, 
shopping, and church. Taking the camera outside of their home illustrated their expanding 
definition of ‘home’ as their roots in the community deepened and grew. The comfort in the 
community mirrored the process made of moving out of poverty into middle class status within a 
single generation.

The last three generations of photographers in my family took photographs with the eyes of artists 
and the deliberation of documentarians to record the process of their family’s gradual attainment 
of rootedness (see figure 6) and middle-class status. The progression of photographs — defining 
a life moving from poverty to middle-class leisure — narrated a story, one that revealed major 
changes over a period of several decades in the social standing and self-image of a particular 
family. The pictures gave graphic evidence of external changes in the family. They indicated 
an adjustment in living conditions, material possessions (see figure 7), and means of earning 
a living. They also implied inward changes in the family — an adjustment in apparent values, a 
probable re-positioning in the surrounding community, and a shift in self-perception in relation to 
others.

Reflection
I packed away the contact sheets and negatives twenty years ago. My grandmother died in 2009 
and my grandfather in 2019. Now I filter my family’s generations of stories and tell the tales to 
my children through my lenses of liberal consciousness, urban life, and modern aesthetic. The 
only family storytelling not told through this concept of ventriloquism (Ritchie 1993) are the ones 
recorded in my grandparents’ handwriting located below my printed photographs. 

The reflexive writing on the front of the reprinted image by the individuals in the snapshot provides 
a deeply participatory element to the documentation of lived lives. The way the examining ‘folk’ 
choose the path of their tellability, (Labov and Waletzky 1967) is by verbally narrating their 
memories. The ritual of both examining photographs and telling stories together places individuals 
and their physical items in relationship with one another in order to provide the ‘social context 
in which the narrative occurs’ (Labov and Waletzky 1967: 13). The questions of who, what, and 
why embed themselves organically into photographs. With my family and their responses, each 
person decided what parts of those answers they were willing to share. This is in direct conflict 
with most ethnographic studies and documentary photography where the researcher or artist 
makes the choice as to what is meaningful or most enticing to share with an audience of, most 
likely, the scholar’s peers. 

The overlapping memories of image and story create the larger ‘family memory’ (Livingston and 
Dyer 2010: 26) that exists because of the true voices written below the images provided by my 
family. While gazing into an old photograph, the possible stories to the questions conjured by the 
image can be intoxicating for a viewer. However, the visual mode without the voice of those within 
the image only provides a way to speculate a story (Hirsch 1997). The multi-faceted process 
of examination, speaking, and writing provides a way to enact ‘family storying’ (Langellier and 
Peterson, 2004). The collective family creates memory and story while in these attempts to 
find universal memory within the stories, I find that the ‘rhimositic story’ model proposed by 
Sermijn, et al. (2008) provides an accurate description of the process involved in telling stories 

Reprints, Review, and Refusing Ventriltoquism of the ‘Folk’



50       Social Alternatives Vol. 40 No. 2, 2021

within a family group. Individuals share their thoughts, life histories, and connections to others 
through a ‘rhimositic story’ in which there are multiple points of entrance into one’s story. These 
roots and branches of stories create pieces of a larger narrative. There is no expectation for a 
beginning, middle, and end in a ‘rhimositic story’ and self-reflection moves in and out of time 
periods of an individual’s life where the stories ‘form an ongoing process of co-construction and 
co-reconstruction’ (Sermijn, Devlieger, and Loots 2008: 644). This is self-storying.

The freedom of expression emerges from the combination of images and words created by my 
family years ago. Using this art and story, I discover more than who the subjects were on the 
day the facts of their lives were preserved on film. The reflections develop my family’s past and 
their dreams, those actuated (see figure 8) as well as those deferred (Hughes 1951). Side-by-
side, writing and photographs present an unbroken whole of three generations of storytellers 
practicing autonomy in sharing stories using their own voices.
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Incendiary Iconography: The legacy of the Cold War in America 

key words: Chemical waste, plutonium, nuclear weapons, cold war, nuclear sites

Incendiary Iconography is a documentary project in images and text addressing Cold War-era nuclear sites 
in the United States that are in the process of public reclamation and/or transformation under the Defense 
Environmental Restoration Program. As a photographer, I seek to record and interpret aspects of our society, 
normally invisible to the public, that I think warrant our attention, understanding, and memory.  

The Rocky Flats Nuclear Weapons Plant (later named the Rocky Flats Environmental Technology Site, or 
RFETS) sat at the foot of the Front Range of the Rocky Mountains overlooking the high plains of Eastern 
Colorado. Boulder is ten miles to the north, Denver’s two million residents just 16 miles downwind and 
downstream to the east. The shallow mesa from which the atomic weapons plant derived its name was taken 
from the Church family in 1951, and since then the suburbs of Denver have extended to the border of what 
was a 25 square mile top-secret facility.

The Federal Bureau of Investigation, Environmental Protection Agency, and the Department of Energy’s 
Office of Inspector General raided the facility on 6 June 1989, to investigate allegations of environmental 
crimes. The US Department of Energy had hidden for decades behind a culture of security and secrecy, 
arguing the plant was exempt from federal regulations and oversight by other agencies. 

Although thought to be a temporary halt to production, the investigation revealed the true conditions inside 
the plant, and led to the eventual decision by the Clinton administration to tear down the entire Rocky Flats 
complex. In 1995 the Department of Energy labelled Rocky Flats’ plutonium production building 771 the 
most dangerous in the nation’s nuclear weapons complex because of the health and safety risks it posed to 
the plant’s workers and the surrounding area. 

Even though the search warrant documents were released in 1989, the full text of the grand jury investigation 
and findings remains sealed, despite efforts by members of the gagged grand jury to make them public. The 
former Rocky Flats Nuclear Weapons Plant site was officially designated a National Wildlife Refuge with the 
completion of decontamination and deconstruction activities in October 2005. The wildlife designation was 
chosen because it afforded the lowest level of cleanup standards. Debate continues among former workers 
and local citizens about the adequacy of the cleanup. The cleanup cost over seven billion dollars (US).

When I first started photographing the site, I was immediately shocked at the vast scale of the toxic material 
in drums that had literally piled up in the buildings’ rooms, corridors, and sub-basements over decades, 
as there was nowhere to send the manufacturing wastes off-site. Thousands of drums of toxic fluids sat 
outdoors in a field, others buried in trenches, where they eventually corroded and leaked into the ground.  
Wastes and residues from decades of production had to be sorted, classified, and repackaged for shipment 
off-site. During the decommissioning, 14.2 tons of plutonium metal and residues, and 7.3 tons of highly 
enriched uranium had to be moved to other national laboratories, and 1,170 kilograms of plutonium were 
considered unaccounted for, much of which was caught up in the manufacturing lines that had to be cut up 
and removed. 

In addition to photographing the progress of the decontamination and deconstruction process at Rocky 
Flats, I also photographed the disposal sites where the many tons of contaminated materials were sent 
for burial, including the Nevada Nuclear Test Site (NTS) and the Waste Isolation Pilot Plant (WIPP) in New 
Mexico. I next photographed at the Hanford Nuclear Reservation in the state of Washington, which produced 
the plutonium used at Rocky Flats for weapons. The Hanford Nuclear Reservation is the most polluted 
government superfund site in the US and threatens contaminating the Columbia river, the source of water 
for the cities in the Pacific Northwest, including Portland and Seattle. 

Documentary photography has developed over the last 150 years into a variety of forms, attempting to 
combine the factual and objective with the expressive and persuasive. It is nearly impossible to be an 
American photographer and not be influenced by the activist photographic projects of the 1930s depression-
era in America or the photojournalistic portrayal of war and famine. The documentarian hopes to reveal to 
the world, through factual images and text, a human reality that needs to be acknowledged and addressed, 
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Bags of Contaminated Soils from the 903 and 904 Pads, RFETS, 2005
The contaminated soils were shipped by train to Nevada for burial at the Nevada 
Test Site.

preferably immediately. But immediate change seldom results from the work of socially engaged artists, and 
for many, just being part of the long process of change is the goal.

The ubiquity of video and social media in contemporary society has called our expectations of activist 
photography into question, and as described eloquently by theorists such as David Campany (2003) and 
Veronica Tello (2014), resulted in a relatively recent form of aesthetic documentary known variably as 
late photography or aftermath photography. This form of documentary is less photojournalistic and more 
embraced by the gallery or museum, prompting a variety of responses by critics attuned to the political 
dimensions of art. As Simon Faulkner (2014) notes, ‘this type of photograph often addresses the traces 
of violent or catastrophic events, such as disasters, terrorism, and warfare, as well as picturing moribund 
military sites’. Ruined landscapes and abandoned structures are photographed in an effort to commemorate 
a violent past, as in Richard Misrach’s images of the Bravo 20 bombing range in Nevada (1990), Carole 
Gallagher’s seminal American Ground Zero (1993), or Rosemary Laing’s image Welcome to Australia 2004 
made at the Woomera Detention Centre in the South Australian desert.

I was unaware that this was an emerging style of documentary photography when I photographed the 
Badger Army Ammunition Plant in Wisconsin, and later the Rocky Flats Nuclear Weapons Plant in Colorado. 
Although I photographed and interviewed a few of the previous workers who served as my guides at the 
Badger plant, most of the resulting images fit the style of aftermath photography: cool, distant, abstract, 
detailed, and unpopulated. For Campany, the aftermath image presents itself as a ‘monument’ rather than 
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a pictured‘ moment’ (Campany, 2008). The monument is more elegiac than celebratory. The Badger plant 
images harken back fifty years and the workers are only imagined in the space – the bureaucracy of the 
layout echoes that of an abandoned concentration camp. The ammunition plant contaminated the water 
supply used by the families living in the vicinity, and required extensive cleanup efforts.

Many of the images made at the Rocky Flats plant include workers in an extreme environment, in addition 
to the details made to commemorate the environment that was quickly disappearing. Looking at the project 
now a decade later, I realise I was doing pre-aftermath photography – as the environment radically changed 
in less than a decade, the photographs depict the ruining as it was happening – because the aftermath 
would eventually be a typical pastoral landscape designated as a wildlife preserve with whatever remained 
of the plant’s history buried underground. I am intrigued by the double aftermath of the photographs of 
contaminated wastes from Rocky Flats in burial trenches at the Nevada test site. The test site is a landscape 
ruined by 126 above-ground nuclear bomb tests, is pictured in many aftermath photographs, and is now the 
repository of another ruined landscape, its buildings, and their contents.

The danger of nuclear material is not readily visible, and the building interiors at Rocky Flats appeared 
just as banal as any industrial manufacturing space, aside from the paramilitary security guards and body 
scanners checking for contamination. I looked for signs of human presence in the sterile environment to 
act as signifiers of the unusual safety and security measures required in the ‘hot’ parts of the buildings 
where radioactive material was processed into the fission device that would start a thermonuclear, or fusion, 
reaction. Most of the workers did not want to be photographed and resisted being interviewed. Those that 
spoke to me were very patriotic and justified their job making nuclear weapons by playing their part in 
winning the Cold War. The younger workers were there for the good-paying job, and often wanted extra time 
in the most dangerous environments for the hazard pay bonus. All of them thought the government and the 
contractor running the plant owed them after the plant was demolished, and worked hard to secure health 
care benefits, after the plant and their job were gone (the US having mostly employer-provided private health 
insurance).

Rocky Flats was the only plant in the US nuclear weapons complex that made the plutonium ‘pit’ that triggers 
a hydrogen bomb. Debate continues today about whether and where to build a replacement plant. My 
documentary photographs in the Incendiary Iconography project made no immediate impact on anything. 
But through exhibition and magazine articles, they have helped to educate the public about what actually 
happened there and at what cost – to worker and community health, to the taxpayer, to the environment, and 
to the economics and geopolitics of the region. I can only hope that as more people understand the true cost 
and potential disaster of nuclear weapons, that we can develop a vision for a long-term social alternative.
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Standard Waste Boxes from Rocky Flats Awaiting Burial in a Trench 
at the Low-Level Waste Repository at the Nevada Test Site, 2003.
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Excavated Waste Drums Awaiting Re-characterisation and
Re-packaging, RFETS, 2003.
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Waste Drums Awaiting Shipment to the Waste Isolation Pilot Plant in
New Mexico for Burial in a Salt Mine, RFETS, 2004.

The Nevada Test Site was designated a low-level radioactive waste site. More dangerous materials were 
sent to be buried in a salt mine in New Mexico. The wastes will eventually be encapsulated within the 
creeping salt layer, and unlike wastes at the NTS, un-recoverable. 

Waste Container Awaiting Burial in a Subsidence Crater Created by an
Underground Nuclear Test, Nevada Test Site, 2003

In addition to the burial trenches, subsidence craters created by underground nuclear tests in the 1960s 
and ‘70s are used to bury low-level wastes at the Nevada Test Site. In addition to the wastes from Rocky 
Flats, the repository buries wastes from the Hanford Nuclear Reservation and other sites in the national 
nuclear complex.
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C.A. Nanstiel with a Pipe Overpack Component Waste Drum, 
RFETS, 2001

C. A. Nanstiel prepares one of the thousands of Pipe Overpack 
Containment (POC) drums at Rocky Flats. The drums are designed 
to contain high-level radioactive materials in cans within a stainless 
steel core. Each core is capped with a matching custom-machined 
stainless steel top and rubber seal under the outer drum lid. Each drum 
costs about $28,000 (U.S.) to manufacture, fill, and deposit at a nuclear 
waste site such as the WIPP in New Mexico. Archiving the nearly foot-
high stack of paperwork that accompanies each drum is almost as 
challenging and expensive as disposing of the waste itself. 



    Social Alternatives Vol. 40 No. 2, 2021             65       

Security Personnel, Building 771, RFETS, 2001

Unsurprisingly, nuclear weapons facilities are protected by multiple 
layers of security infrastructure and personnel.

Special tactical forces monitor employee access to all production areas 
where nuclear materials are present, and plant workers carry several 
security badges, along with a radiation dosimeter, within the high-
security ‘protected area’. 
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183 Reduction Tent, Building 771, RFETS, 2001

A worker can be seen inside a supplied air bubble suit through a plastic 
window in the tent. The tent was used to cut up contaminated machinery 
and glove boxes to fit in waste disposal boxes. In 2001, several workers 
inhaled plutonium particles after an air filter alarm failed.
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Anti-Contamination Clothing, Building 771, RFETS, 2001

Anti-contamination clothing does not stop radiation, but rather keeps 
toxic radioactive particles off the skin. Workers change into this 
clothing and several layers of gloves before entering the ‘hot’ areas of 
the production buildings, and then carefully remove it in a prescribed 
manner as they exit. Any contamination on workers or equipment has 
to be scrubbed clean. On one occasion, my tripod almost went into a 
waste barrel before the radiation technologist got it cleaned. 
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Automated Process Glove Box, Building 371, Rocky Flats 
Nuclear Weapons Plant, 2001

Building 371 was designed and built to replace the dangerously 
outdated building 771, and contained a multi-billion-dollar state-of-the-
art production line with some automated functions inside process glove 
boxes. Significant technical problems plagued the production line and 
prevented it from ever being used before the decision was made in 
1998 to tear down Rocky Flats. 

. 
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Repackaging Glove Box, Building 440, RFETS, 2003

This glove box was one of many used to re-characterise and re-package 
legacy nuclear and chemical wastes that had built up on the site over 
decades into new waste drums. 

. 
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J. Pacquette Characterising Legacy Residues in the Plutonium 
Building 771, RFETS, 2001

Many tons of legacy plutonium residues at Rocky Flats had to be 
opened, characterised and re-packaged to meet contemporary nuclear 
waste disposal standards. Throughout production during decades 
of the Cold War, no disposal sites existed to receive byproducts of 
production at Rocky Flats, so the wastes simply mounted on-site, in 
drums piled throughout the facility.

This was one of the reasons the EPA and FBI shut down the plant in 
1989.
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Analytical Lab, Building 771, RFETS, 2001

Part of the manufacturing quality-control, the lab area housed legacy 
waste residues just as did most rooms in Building 771.
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Respirator Suiting Room for 183 Tent, Building 771, RFETS, 2001

A former plutonium vault was converted to a respirator suiting room 
for the D&D Tent in Room 183, Plutonium Building 771. The tapes on 
the wall, with nicknames, track the usage of previous respirator kits in 
the supplied-air ‘bubble’ suits. Each respirator kit is good for only three 
work sessions in the tent – thereby creating a visual record of the many 
hours spent by each worker in the hazardous area.
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Accountability Badges Outside Building 371, RFETS, 2002

When entering a production building within the ‘protected area’ 
where nuclear material was present, each worker would place their 
accountability badge on the board by the door. Should there be a 
problem, emergency personnel would know who was inside. 
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Demolition Workers in a Reduction Tent, RFETS, 2004

Workers inside the tent wear supplied-air bubble suits along with 
respirators. At this point in the demolition, everyone was required 
to wear a respirator as the building structures themselves were 
dismantled.
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Special Nuclear Materials Automated Retrieval Storage Vault 
(Self-Portrait Looking Through Water Barrier), RFETS, 20014

Canisters of man-made nuclear materials can be seen on the shelves 
of a vault the size of a football field in this view through the water-
barrier window at the bottom of Building 771. An automated retrieval 
system brings canisters to an operator in the booth at right.  Because 
some plutonium isotopes are pyrophoric in oxygen, they must be 
stored under nitrogen in the vault. The entire vault was contaminated 
by plutonium as a result of cannisters dropped by the robotic system. 
The vault remains buried on-site at Rocky Flats.
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Door to “Infinity Room”, Building 771, RFETS, 2003

Building 771 had several “infinity rooms”, or rooms so contaminated 
with plutonium and other radioactive isotopes that the radiation 
exceeded the capacity of the Geiger counter to measure it. These 
rooms were abandoned and sealed off for years before the demolition 
activity required their cleanup and removal. Many were simply cut out 
of the building structure and shipped away for burial at a nuclear waste 
repository site. (Full disclosure: In this one image, I have composited 
the scene from inside the room, taken through the window with a flash, 
into the window area of the door.)

Incendiary Iconography 



    Social Alternatives Vol. 40 No. 2, 2021             77       

The View of Denver from the Former 903 Pad

Thousands of barrels of wastes from the production area had been 
stored outside in a field called the 903 Pad. During the decades of 
production at the nuclear weapons plant, there was no designated 
place to dispose of the contaminated wastes and byproducts of the 
production processes. At one time, the plant operators injected wastes 
into the ground, and buried wastes in barrels around the 25 square mile 
site. These conditions contributed to the ruling to demolish the plant and 
remediate the site. The decision to designate the site a “wildlife refuge” 
was made because that designation afforded the lowest standard of 
site cleanup and remediation. Many doubted the site could ever be 
fully cleaned, and controversy has surrounded the decision to allow the 
public into the resulting refuge.
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Contemplating Climate Change

There are a lot of organisations and many people around the world currently contributing a voice for climate 
activism. Although, changing the attitudes of politicians and high-profile businesses and corporations 
towards replacing coal and gas with renewable energies is a challenge. Everyone involved in climate change 
engagement is important, as the many environmental problems engulfing the planet are so serious and 
complex as to be ‘wicked problems’ (Rittel et al. 1973). It is crucial to convince people that we are spiraling 
towards a future where life will be unsustainable on the planet. It is essential to change our relationship to 
the environment.

This photo essay will document my life in rural Tasmania and the effects of a nightmare I experienced as a 
small child. I was three years old in 1956 when I first experienced this recurring nightmare that appears in 
hindsight to justify David Attenborough’s warning that we are heading to extinction. He has been documenting 
life on the planet for many years. In 1954 he began producing his natural history programs the same year 
that the British Government requested permission for Maralinga in South Australia to be used as a nuclear 
testing site. In 1956 the first British atomic explosion occurred at the Maralinga atomic weapons test range. 
Many other tests were activated over subsequent years in South Australia. Growing up on a rural farm in 
Tasmania radios were the entertainment at that time for families and while nuclear testing would have no 
meaning to a three-year-old fears provoked in adults around me may have subconsciously affected me.

Our family moved to an old farm house in Lymington, on the southern coast of Tasmania. We lived in ideal 
surroundings for a child. It was here that I first developed a lasting affinity with the camera photographing my 
family and my surroundings. However, a dark cloud appeared to hover over my nights. Towards the end of 
the year in 1956 I began to experience a repetitive nightmare of the destruction of all life on earth. It could 
be argued that young children can experience nightmares including sleep disorders but this was a very, 
very powerful dream that repeated regularly, growing into a narrative lasting for two years from when I was 
three and a half to when I was five and a half. I became very uneasy as the time to start school approached, 
fearing that the nightmare would affect my concentration. The impending commencement of school was 
already causing anxiety. The nightmare was appearing every night and its final iteration manifested into a 
violent spiral. My father had to spend most of the night with me to prevent the dream returning and seeming 
to project onto the walls of the room. I could not explain to my father what was wrong. For many years 
afterwards I feared that the nightmare would return. 

Years went by until a trigger brought it back in 2000. The trigger was studying design when I finally saw  
symbolism in the nightmare repeatedly presented. I still wonder why a three-year-old child who loved nature 
dreamed of the destruction of the environment and all it’s inhabitants on earth in such a way. This nightmare 
was so powerful that  I could never forget it, too powerful to ignore. It may have been the result on a young 
mind of adult fears and discussions about a nuclear threat widely prevalent at the time, but now it feels 
prophetic. While a nuclear threat remains in the background it is climate change that looms as the major 
threat today. If governments of the world do not do anything now it may be too late. Climate change may lead 
to the extinction of many species or even the destruction of all life on the earth. Scientists have been giving 
warnings of the impact of global warming for many years, but they have not been acted on. Can we redeem 
ourselves before it is too late? Can we save the planet or is total climate decimation inevitable?

Reference: Rittel H. W. J., Webber M.W. and Melvin M.1973 ‘Dilemmas in a General Theory of Planning’, 
Policy Sciences Vol. 4 (2) 155-169.

      key words: Climate, activism, environment, Fibonacci, spiral, dream, nightmare
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Growing Up in Rural Tasmania
The Rolling Hills of Lymington

My terrifying dream commenced when we moved in late 1956 from 
suburbia to an old farmhouse built in the early 1920s. The walls were 
devoid of any paint, an ideal canvas for young children to visually 
document their experiences. I learnt to draw on the unpainted walls. A 
new life with a dog, a vegetable garden and chickens. Vast landscapes 
to explore because our nearest neighbours were farmers. The main 
agricultural staples were dairy, apple, pear and plum orchards. When 
I was seven my grandmother gave me an old Kodak Box Brownie. I 
only managed a few rolls of film when the camera disappeared. I now 
assume that it was too expensive to keep developing and printing the 
120 film. My brothers and sisters were available subjects to practise 
taking photographs. In the above photographs on the left  is my younger 
brother and two sisters taken on the lawn at the back of  the house. 
The image on the right is my older brother and my youngest sister. We 
would have expeditions throughout the countryside and steal apples. 
My youngest sister died in a motor vehicle accident at the age of 16. I 
never knew her at that age because at that time I was in my twenties 
and working on the mainland.
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Contemplating Climate Change

The 1970s-1980s
Coastal Living

Ten years later my father single handedly built a house a few kilometres 
away from the old house. It is the late 1960s in a new house at the 
dawn of a new era complete with a television set. Just a 10 minute 
walk down a dirt road to the beach, a small area of sand and a rocky 
coastline. We would go fishing and walk around the cliffs which were 
dangerous when the tide came in, and at times we were caught but 
we survived. The rocks along the coastline were a showcase of past 
marine activity covered in a plethora of detailed indentations of shells 
and animals caught in either mud or lava; life before humans. The rock 
is shale and breaks away easily revealing even more fossils. I never 
took any home, rather I just admired and explored them. I am grateful 
to my father for moving the family to the country where I could interact 
with nature and better understand our natural world.

The old house was situated on a hill, the new house on flat ground. The 
landscape was vastly different – from the rolling green hills, orchards 
and paddocks to a bush and coastal landscape. The nightmare faded 
into the background but remained latent as I explored new landscapes.
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The Nuclear Age
Replant and Reforest Native Species

Since the first nuclear test called ‘Trinity’ in New Mexico in 1945: 
‘The following half century was one of intense nuclear testing, the 
residue of which might be the signature for the proposed new epoch 
of the Anthropocene’ (Cordle 2020). ‘In both eyewitness accounts 
and  in fiction, Trinity is described as a moment of rupture and rapture: 
rupture because it marks the transition from a pre-nuclear to a nuclear 
age; rapture because the encounter with dazzling light and a power 
overwhelming the senses has the quality of religious experience’ (Cordle 
2020). In 1954 the British requested land in South Australia to be used as 
a nuclear testing site. In 1956 the first British atomic explosion occurred 
at the Maralinga atomic weapons test range. Many other tests were 
activated over the forthcoming years in South Australia and in other 
countries of the world. Could the nuclear bomb testing in the 1950s and 
1960s in South Australia have some bearing on the nightmare?

Reference: Cordle, N. 2020 ‘This is what happened the mornng the first atomic 
bomb createad a new world’, The Conversation, https://theconversation.com/this-is-
what-happened-the-morning-the-first-atomic-bomb-created-a-new-world-142184 
(accessed 20/07/2021).
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The 1950s
Tranquility

In the 1950s living in a rural community, radios were the entertainment 
for families and while the nuclear testing would have no meaning to 
a three-year-old its impact on adults could have been communicated. 
Growing up during this era we did not have access to the communication 
technologies we have today. The technological revolution has now 
affected the way we communicate, learn and think. The digital age now 
impacts daily lives in almost every aspect of our twenty-first century 
life. Living with analog seemed a simpler way of life, especially in the 
country with apple orchards and rolling hills, flora and fauna to discover, 
and a small community, which all enhanced my awareness of nature. In 
an analog world far from the sprawling suburbia this appreciation was 
built through the freedom to roam and explore the countryside.

When the dream began it was pleasing manifestations of various 
pieces of nature forming in a circle with each picture fading in and out 
changing to various scenes of flowers and landscapes, streams and 
animals. To describe this, is to imagine snippets of nature organised in 
a circle slowly rotating on a computer screen as a digital photographic 
presentation.
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Time and Time Again
Foreboding Nature

Slowly over time the images of nature in my dream became foreboding. 
Most of the images of nature turned dark and desecrated. The dream  
would start the next time at the stage of its previous incarnation. It 
begins by quickly moving through the cycle then moving slowly in a 
circular motion. I was five years old when the dream began repeating 
more often. It began slowly over what seemed a long period of time 
starting once a month, then twice a month, then five then eight then 
thirteen until it manifested every night of the week. It appeared every 
night for about three days until it came to a crescendo of just the spiral.

This experience was extremely distressing, I could not wake up no 
matter how much I tried. I was not able to stop it from happening or 
explain the dream contents to an adult. I was too young to understand 
the fears it symbolised as a sequenced narrative, performing iterations 
over two years. I could not explain. I did not have the vocabulary to 
understood what I was dreaming. I just saw nature spiral out of control 
and the dream’s physical apparitions were disturbing enough to know 
that the nightmare had well and truly made its presence known.
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The Fibonacci Sequence
Twenty-four IterationsEquals Two Years

The time-line of the nightmare appeared to present a spiral sequence. 
I was too young to understand a spiral let alone the Fibonacci 
sequence to base on the dream’s frequency, therefore I surmise that 
the iterations were repeating patterns presented over 24 months. 
The Fibonacci sequence are mathematical repeating patterns that 
produce a spiral replicated in shells or fractals seen in the iterations   
of leaves on plants. This sequence is the embodiment of the natural 
world. The main reason it is so important to life is that it is the closest 
approximation in integers to the logarithmic spiral sequences seen 
in nature including the universe. This distinctive ratio can be used to 
describe the proportions of everything from nature’s smallest building 
blocks to the most advanced patterns on earth including large celestial 
bodies. Nature relies on this mathematical proportion to maintain 
balance as all life follows the Fibonacci pattern from replications of 
atoms and bacteria to leaves to the formation of hurricanes, all life- 
forms are connected. Another name for this ratio comes from the 
twenty-first letter of the Greek alphabet, Phi shown as φ (lower case) 
and Ø (Upper case).
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The 50s and 60s
The Dream Begins

The nightmare could be read as dread induced in a small child by 
fears of nuclear holocaust, fears prevalent in these years, or as a 
warning that our invasive habits and lack of care towards the natural 
environment could end in our total destruction. But the nagging 
question remains with me as to why a three-year-old child in tune 
with nature would dream of the destruction of the environment and 
all inhabitants on earth in a way that reflects David Attenborough’s 
candid comments.

‘With a million species at risk of extinction, David Attenborough 
explores how this crisis of biodiversity has consequences for us 
all, including putting us at greater risk of pandemic diseases’ 
(BBC 2020). A validation of his contention that ‘everything in the 
natural world is connected by networks that support the whole of 
life on earth, including us, and we are losing many of the benefits 
that nature provides to us’ (BBC 2020).

Reference: BBC One 2020 Attenborough D. Extinction: The Facts, https://
www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/m000mn4n (accessed 24/02/2021).
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Revelations
Environmental Acceleration

In this immediate fast paced industrialised world, it is essential that we 
heed the warnings revealing the consequences of our environmental 
abuse. Many young people though, are now taking up the cause. 
They are holding governments accountable for their destructive 
exploitation of nature and urging them to change their policies to 
practices that will be sustainable into the future. Governments, 
politicians, people in power, presidents, industrialists and climate 
deniers need to acknowledge that there is now the capacity to use 
renewables and the knowledge to better protect the environment. The 
world has become unbalanced, the negative has overpowered the 
positive, the Yin is overpowering the Yang. How can we make those 
in power and those that are in denial, listen and change their attitude? 
As Jung (1964,1976) emphasises ‘Nobody can afford to look around 
and to wait for somebody else to do what he is loath to do himself. 
But since nobody seems to know what to do, it might be worthwhile 
for each of us to ask (themselves) whether by any chance his or her 
unconscious may know something that will help us’.

Reference: 1964 Jung C.G., Man and His Symbols, 8th edition, New York 
Doubleday 1976.
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Accelerating Climate Change
Humankind and Their Symbols

We have been polluting the atmosphere by burning fossil fuels from 
the industrial revolution to the digital age of today. Climate change 
is accelerating making it significantly harder to halt. I sincerely hope 
that copious amounts of land will be replanted, replenished and 
reforested with native species around the world to secure the future 
of the planet and its inhabitants. New and sustainable technologies 
are being invented and must be adopted by governments. Jung, in his 
1964 book Man and His Symbols, avowed that if everybody did one 
positive action billions of people could make a positive change for the 
betterment of all living creatures. It will take a variety of projects using 
many diverse communicative devices and strategies. It is important to 
act NOW to continue pushing for policy change and community action. 
Act now or donate to those that are. 
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Already Dystopian
The ‘Other’ Realm

The dream was a major influence on my creative output and my early 
work was an attempt to create a message to encourage people to 
contribute to climate action or activity in some way, however small. 
My first computer-aided artworks were photoshopped photographs 
presenting a post-apocalyptic world. I studied Graphic Design, 
Illustration and Photography during which I explored artists who delved 
into the ‘other’ realm fueling an already dystopian attitude. Fifteenth 
century artist Hieronymus Bosch portrayed in his paintings the sins 
and follies of humankind and the consequences of these actions. 
Also influential were the works of twentieth century Swiss surrealist 
H.R. Geiger who created the ‘Alien’ for the movie of the same name; 
conceptual photographer French Christian Boltanski who explores 
life, death, and memory blurring the boundaries between truth and 
fiction; and Joel Peter-Witkin, working from New Mexico constructed 
photographs that depict macabre often grotesque scenes. 
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Conclusion

Finally

It may be easier now to communicate the concerns evoked by my 
early nightmare now that climate change is accepted as reality. I 
believe this is the right time to reveal urgency 64 years on since I 
first had a nightmare of the destruction of the environment. Perhaps 
this was a warning for this era as many more people throughout the 
world are now experiencing the consequences of climate change and 
understand that we must take action. 

The last iteration of the dream was the most frightening. Look at a 
spiral in motion even for a minute and look away – you see a latency 
where the object you look at seems malleable, moving and distorting. 
The image above is a representation of the nightmare in motion, when  
it manifested as a fast-moving spiral and then seemingly projected 
onto the bedroom wall. Finally to my relief the nightmare stopped from 
that night on, but it left an everlasting impression on my subconscious 
and conscious self. For example, the above image shows butterflies 
being sucked into the vortex of the spiral.
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