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“The city and photography agree with each other. Perhaps we could 
even say that they contain each other: the city is always in the 
photograph like the photograph, first of all, was to be born in the city. 
(The first photograph: Roofs of buildings in a city, not a landscape, not a 
portrait.)”

- Jean-Luc Nancy, ”Trafic/Déclic” in Portraits/Chanties p. 79



Nicéphore Niépce,  1827 Image made on a sheet of 
bitumen-coated pewter



Henrik Cajander, 1842,  daguerreotype
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Alhazen’s early camera obscura, in Egypt



Abelardo Morell, Camera Obscura: The
Philadelphia Museum of Art East Entrance in 
Gallery #171 with a de Chirico Painting, 2005

Abelardo Morell, Camera Obscura: View of 
Central Park Looking North – Fall, 2008



Marja Pirilä, 
From series Speaking House
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Parantola (2016) at the Paimio Sanatorium exhibition organized by
ARTE 2.–22.7.2016

Sanatorio Episode 1 / Sanatorio Episode 2
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Louis Daguerre, 1838 Boulevard du Temple, Paris 



Jari Silomäki
From series My Weather Diary



Nanna Hänninen: Basel 
from Sankt Anton (2006) 



Nanna Hänninen: Electric Power 
Plant of Kuopio, 2006 



Nanna Hänninen Vertical
Landscape, 2013
Pigment ink photographs on 
hardened optiwhite glass, Stockholm





Paul Strand Fifth Avenue at 42nd 
street, 1915



Stephen Shore from
Transparencies: Small Camera
Works 1971-1979



Stephen Shore Church 
and Second St., Easton, 
Pennsylvania, 1974



Philip-Lorca DiCorcia: from series Heads 200-2001



Luc Delahaye: L’autre



Walker Evans: Many Are Called
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Images are double agents. They receive information from the world, while also projecting 
visual imagination onto the world. As a result, mind and world tug our thinking about 
images, or particular kinds of images, in contrary directions. On one common division, 
world traces itself mechanically in photographs, whereas mind expresses itself through 
painting.1 Scholars of photography disavow such crude distinctions: much recent 
writing attends in detail to the materials and processes of photography, the agency 
of photographic artists, and the social determinants of the production and reception 
of photographs. As such writing makes plain, photographs cannot be reduced to 
mechanical traces.2 Yet background conceptions of photography as trace or index persist 
almost by default, as no framework of comparable explanatory power has yet emerged 
to replace them. A conception of photography adequate to developments in recent 
scholarship is long overdue. Rather than constructing such a conception top-down, 
as philosophers are wont to do, this paper articulates it by examining selected works 
by James Welling.3 There are several reasons for this: Welling’s practice persistently 
explores the resources and possibilities of photography, the e!ect of these explorations is 
to express a particular metaphysics of the mind’s relation to its world, and appreciating 
why this metaphysics is aptly expressed by exploring photography requires a revised 
conception of what photography is. In as much as it provides a framework for a richer 
interpretation of Welling, the new conception is also capable of underwriting a wide 
range of critical and historical approaches to photography.

Prologue: Aluminum Foil
Welling’s artistic breakthrough came in 1980 with a series of silver gelatin contact 
prints of 4 × 5s Kodak Tri-X negatives depicting aluminium foil. Taken as a whole, 
Aluminum Foil constitutes a remarkably resolved and uncompromising early artistic 
statement. Though, technically speaking, the prints could have been produced any 
time during the previous hundred years, they would have been hard to anticipate prior 
to their creation, given the many norms of photography they seem happy to forgo.4 
Pictorially, they are difficult to resolve. They have an unrelenting, ‘all-over’ quality, 
appearing harshly lit yet very dark – an effect achieved by over-exposing in camera 
to secure sufficient density of detail in the shadow, then over-exposing again when 
printing to bring out that detail.5 Instead of the glittering array of reflections that 
one might associate with crumpled foil, one finds expanses of black or deep shadow 
punctuated by febrile highlights. Commentators often call these works ‘abstract’, but 
this description needs to be qualified. It may not be obvious what they depict, but all 

Spontaneity and Materiality: 
What Photography is in the Photography of James Welling
Diarmuid Costello and Dominic McIver Lopes

Detail from James Welling, 
0467, 2009 (plate 5).



Images are double agents. They receive information from the 
world, while also projecting visual imagination onto the world. 
As a result, mind and world tug our thinking about images, or 
particular kinds of images, in contrary directions.

- Diarmuid Costello and Dominic McIver Lopes
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