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North 



Photography was never a stranger to the North 

Moderate Resolution Imaging 
Spectroradiometer (MODIS) aboard NASA’s 
Terra satellite made multiple passes over the 
Arctic April 1909 Peary Sledge Party 



Cook, 1909 

Cook never produced detailed original 
navigational records to substantiate his claim 
to have reached the North Pole. He said that 
his detailed records were part of his 
belongings, contained in three boxes, which he 
left back at Annoatok in 1909. He had left 
them with Harry Whitney, an American hunter 
who had traveled to Greenland with Peary the 
previous year. When Whitney tried to bring 
Cook's boxes with him on his return to the USA 
on Peary's ship Roosevelt in 1909, Peary 
refused to allow them on board. Cook's boxes 
were allegedly in a cache in Greenland. They 
were never found. 
 
 
 
 
What we do have however is images. 
Photographs that prove the discovery of the 
North. 

 "I have stated my case, presented my proofs.” 

65 years of recording possibilities 



The North was always a stranger to Photography 



The North was always a stranger to Photography 
 
And not for lack of trying 

William Henry Fox Talbot 
The Pencil of Nature, published in six installments  
between 1844 and 1846 

Articles of China 

Articles of Glass 



Photography in A Paradox 

Absolute Representation 

Incomplete Representation Bust Of Patroclus 

Statues, busts, and other specimens of sculpture, are 
generally well represented by the Photographic Art; and 

also very rapidly, in consequence of their whiteness. 

It seems that photography as medium and object is 
situated between the inherent capability to provide 
an imprint of reality and the paradox of being open 
to interpretation. Furthermore the Representation is 
always incomplete. Always flawed. 



Bust Of Patroclus I 

It seems that photography as medium and object is 
situated between the inherent capability to provide 
an imprint of reality and the paradox of being open 
to interpretation. Furthermore the Representation is 
always incomplete. Always flawed. 

Where is the bust ? 
Who made it? 
What are the dimensions? 
What is the weight? 
 
What is there to see in a photograph? 



Bust Of Patroclus II Bust Of Patroclus I 

Statues, busts, and other specimens of sculpture, are 
generally well represented by the Photographic Art; and 

also very rapidly, in consequence of their whiteness. 
Regarding the relation a sign can have to its 
object it can be  
an icon (the sign resembles the object),  
a symbol (the sign is related to the object by 
convention or habit) or  
an index (the sign has a natural connection to 
the object).  

The Index  



“Photographic referent” not the optionally real 
thing to which an image or a sign refers but the 
necessarily real thing, which has been placed 
before the lens, without, which there would be 
no photograph. Painting can feign reality 
without having seen it. In Photography I can 
never deny that the thing has been there. 
R.Barthes Camera Lucida 

April 1909 Peary Sledge Party Cook, 1909 Where? 
Handwritten records and navigational maps 



Thomas Joshua Cooper 

Dreaming of the North 



Thomas Joshua Cooper - The North Pole 



 
The Atlas of Emptiness  

and Extremity 
(1990-ongoing) 

 

Part I - point of no return   2004 
  The Old and Classical Worlds  
   of  Europe and Africa 
 
Part II  -  Ojo de Agua   2006 
  The First New World 
 
Part III -  TRUE    2009 
  The Ends of the World,  
  The North and South Poles 
 
Part IV -  The New Found Lands  2017   
   
Part V -   Away from Home 







Is it possible to turn ideas of the Imaginary 
and the Invisible into the Tangible and the 
Physical?  
 
Is it possible to make photographic work that 
investigates problems of geography and 
emotional condition in the extreme 
environment and location of the North and 
the South Pole and the two Polar Circles that 
surround them?  
 
Finally is it possible to locate, map and 
describe places through photography by 
avoiding literal description and illustration?  





THE ARCTIC 



THE ANTARCTIC 



















12 pages of Oxford English Dictionary 
Definition of ‘TRUE’ 



The Dreamings 











we do not believe, we fear 
 

Terra Incognita 



Sophus Tromholt 

Dreaming of the Northern Lights  



Sophus Tromholt (2 June 1851 – 17 May 
1896) was a Danish teacher, astrophysicist 
and an amateur photographer. He worked 
as a teacher at Tanks School in Bergen, 
Norway 1876-82. In 1882 he was granted 
a scholarship by the Danish and 
Norwegian states to study the northern 
lights (Aurora Borealis).  





Sophus Tromholt 
Refound by Christine Finn 
 
Drawings of the Aurora Borealis 
Photographed by Sophus Tromholt 



aurora borealis (the northern lights) 
Themselves were un-photographable 





photograph reality 

viewer 

DOCUMENT 

REFERENT 

TRUTH 

the fractional 
/ space / time / frame / 

the functional 
/ referent / selection / identification / 

the two-dimensional 
/ surface / interpretation / structure / 



a photographic representation of the North is impossible. 
  
And it is impossible for a number of reasons. 
  
Photography is weak in manners of representation. And where this 
weakness is exemplified is in the liminal places of existence.  
In the North (or the South for that matter) – the very extremes of 
locality find themselves at odds with the possibilities of a medium 
that can record in specific conditions. A rectangular frame and an 
indexical relationship can not represent territories (whether 
imaginative or geographical) that are of a complexity that moves 
across the geography and into the imagination. 

the fractional 
/ space / time / frame / 

the functional 
/ referent / selection / identification / 

the two-dimensional 
/ surface / interpretation / structure / 



Yet perhaps there are lessons to be learned from the 
sheer voracity of vision  
(and in Deleuzian terms one could call simply ‘desire’ in 
lack of a better term). As with the sheer persistency of 
attempting to make images of a territory that is at the 
same time a place, a land, a land-scape, one may have to 
accept the inherent limitations of a medium. 
  
Photography – or the process of photography may not 
be able to represent things / places / people / objects in 
their entirety. And whilst this might suggest a tragedy of 
the image – indeed something that was made possible in 
the first published volume of photographs in the history 
of the medium. 



In the absence of the images, in the absence of the 
photographs, perhaps we might need to return with greater 
focus to the photographic event as such, and attempt to 
focus to fidelity instead of truth. 

DOCUMENT 

REFERENT 

TRUTH ? 



fidelity 
(fɪˈdɛlɪti) 
noun 
1. 
faithfulness to a person, cause, or belief, 
demonstrated by continuing loyalty and 
support. 
2. 
the degree of exactness with which something 
is copied or reproduced. 

‘fidelity’ perhaps is a more pertinent term. 
Looking at the work of Cooper and Stromholt, 
the sheer persistence of attempting to 
photographing the unphotographable, is a 
term that might be more relevant. 



The Photographic Event as precise as it is incomplete. Each photograph allows 
the coming together of conditions that have an indexical nature – yet this 
indexical nature is non-conclusive.  
 
One can say that the photographic event – that photography exhausts what 
there is. The lens is unforgiving and precise more than any hand, and whilst 
these limits of the medium are embedded in every frame, in every photograph, it 
seems that only in liminal situations are they obvious enough to confront in their 
entirety. 
The photographic event – in terms of time it almost insignificant whether we will 
be discussing exposure times that are in the fractions of a second, or whether 
they are in the hours -  
cannot capture everything which occurs. Everything that is ever captured is only 
a fraction – and a fraction that is exhaustive in its description. The event of the 
photography is by definition limited to arrest that river of time, but it can only do 
so one picture at the time.  
  
Photography can encompass an event – but not a multiplicity of events.  And it 
would seem that the North is such a multiplicity of events.  



Northern Light 



Difficult to navigate the land 
without any map, especially a 
land that is unknown in almost 
every way. 







Sophus Tromholt 
Refound by Christine Finn 

















Thank You 



κ1475 













chronological time measured at 
three different scales 
 
 
TIME  
Archaeology / Art / Photography 
•Longue duree or ‘geographical’ 
time  
•Social time: used to measure the 
history as defined by man 
•Individual time: ‘the history of 
events’ 
•Photographic time 
•Time of The EVENT 







Time 
Past / Future / Present 
Are defined by point of observation 
 
With the observer taken away 
 
Time / Event /  
Of Land 



Signal 













- …. . .-. . 
.. … 
.-.. .. --. …. – 
…. . .-. . 

there is light here 



- …. . .-. . 
.. … 
-. --- 
.-.. .. --. …. – 
…. . .-. . 

there is no light here 





No (visual) impact 
No statement 
No other reminder of conflict 
No agenda 
 
 
No Press 
No Photographs 
 



there is light here there is no light here 
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