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GELANG: A PHOTOGRAPHY OF BELONGING 

 

ABSTRACT 

 

Gelang: A Photography of Belonging proposes a new category of 

landscape photography, one that moves away from emphasis upon imagery of 

particular kinds of landscape (such as wilderness, topographical, or 

wastelandscape) and also away from genres of photography (art, documentary, or 

scientific) and instead investigates the shared values and ethics among landscape 

and nature photographers and the kinds of awareness and knowledge that arise 

through outdoor, field-based photographic practice. An analysis of the writings of 

photographers and their published interviews, as well as the author’s own 

photographic experiences in the field, reveals a common core of life-affirming 

values predicated on a heightened sense of belonging to the land and a 

corresponding sense of communication with and responsibility toward the other-

than-human beings, forces and forms that together with humans co-create our 

shared world. The work argues for photography as phronesis—knowledge 

acquired through practice that leads to wise, practical reasoning—and the 

importance of photography as a highly mobile, poly-sensual, and immersive 

experience of place that leads to increased ecological knowledge; expanded 



 v 

understanding of the relationship between human action and environmental 

response; heightened awareness of cyclical changes and patterns; a better 

understanding of oneself in relation to others, both human and other-than-human; 

a sense of connection with the Cosmos; expanded self-awareness; and an 

increased respect for all of life. Four kinds of photographic vision are explored in 

this work—looking, seeing, witnessing, and reflecting—all of which foster 

different types of awareness and responsibility. 

 

Keywords: photography, landscape, art-based research 
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INTRODUCING 

In the summer of 2013 I joined an international group of landscape and 

nature photographers on a web site called Why Take. All in all, this was an 

engaging way to share my work with a community of individuals who, like me, 

enjoy among other photographic enterprises photographing the land and the 

creatures upon it. However, since I had just completed an extensive reading of 

Ansel Adams, I found myself especially puzzled by the choice of the title for this 

site. Why, I had to ask, would the founders of a site specifically intended for those 

of us who love to interact with and photograph the land name the site Why Take, 

particularly when the guru and dare I say father of contemporary landscape and 

nature photography, Adams, was quite insistent upon using the verb “to make” 

rather than “to take” when referring to the photographic act?  

There are miles of values and significance lying between taking and 

making, a fact that did not escape Adams’ highly thoughtful notice. He found the 

idea of taking aggressive and unseemly, especially when the photographic subject 

is nature. Nature was alive for Adams, full of subjects he did not wish to violate 

but rather wished to approach with respect (Teiser and Harroun). Taking is hardly 

a verb befitting such a goal. At its worst, it implies among other things: catching, 

grabbing, hauling, acquiring, amassing, bagging, hooking, commandeering, 

stealing, pilfering, filching, capturing, seizing, claiming, appropriating, 

confiscating, and gaining, to name only a few of the less savory synonyms. The 

list of negative connotations is long and grim indeed. While there is certainly 

evidence to suggest that these more odious aspects of taking often come into play 
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in the big business of landscape photography, there are nevertheless a host of 

individuals who approach their photographic practice with humility and with a 

genuine desire for meaningful connection. For them “taking” aligns more closely 

with taking in, welcoming, accepting, agreeing, assenting, yielding, accessing, 

borrowing, adopting, gathering, and receiving, all of which imply a rather more 

self-effacing and respectful set of motivations and values. The goal of my 

research has been to uncover these more positive, life-affirming dimensions of 

outdoor photographic practice. 

Adams, craftsman and technician, whose accomplishments include 

developing the highly precise zone system for achieving the widest tonal range in 

an image, also favored the verb “to make” because photography is a creative act 

(Examples: The Making). We exercise full control and need to visualize the end 

result before tripping the camera’s shutter. This is not a simple matter of the “grab 

and go” of snapshot photography. Adams and the many other photographers who 

are addressed in this study also favor the verb “to make” because in addition to 

being a creative act, photography is a medium of artistic expression. Conveying 

ones feelings and impressions of a subject, as well as ideas about their 

significance and value of the subject, is just as important if not more so than 

documenting it. 

For the sake of argument let us assume that the verb “to take” in the title is 

innocent, e.g., that it has been employed simply and solely because the expression 

“to take a photograph” is deeply embedded in the common vernacular. Granting 

this assumption, the title nevertheless remains problematic yet also intriguing. 
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Why take what? We can reasonably assume the subject is “photographs” or 

“images,” given the purpose of the site. Let us go one step further. Why take 

photographs of what? Given the fact that only images without any evidence of 

humans may be posted on this site, we can also assume the object is what many 

refer to as “landscape” and “nature.” (We must bear in mind that these terms are 

highly contested and have multiple meanings, which will be explored later.) 

Setting aside for the moment the complications presented by the false dichotomy 

of human on the one hand and nature on the other that is overtly reinforced on this 

and other nature-based photography sites, the title begs an interesting and rather 

important question: Why take photographs of landscape and nature? Or, invoking 

Adams, since he serves as a quintessential exemplar of the approach to landscape 

and nature photography I wish to explore, let us rephrase the question as: Why 

make landscape and nature photographs? Why engage in this outdoor, place-

based creative activity? What drives this behavior, what values guide it, what are 

its ethics, and what kinds of awareness and knowledge might arise through 

sustained field-based, outdoor photographic practice? How might we categorize 

photographers who share life-affirming values? My research inquiry seeks to do 

just that. 

Unpacking Terms and Photographic Genres 

As a number of terms used throughout this work have varied and contested 

meanings, this section clarifies and defines them. 

Nature and Landscape 

Both “nature” and “landscape” have multiple, contested meanings. Nature 
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can mean not of human creation or something outside of human culture or raw 

materials or the inherent essence of something. It is outside of the parameter of 

this study to address all of the contested meanings of this term. However, since 

the word “nature” is used throughout this dissertation it is important to define it. 

Nature, as used herein, draws on indigenous ideas and refers to humans together 

with the other-than-human beings, forms and forces of this planet that co-create 

an animated world of flux and change and who together form a relational web of 

action and reaction (Cordova; Harvey; Ingold). As interconnected subjects, we are 

in constant flux and exchange with one another, shaping each other in turn. My 

personal experience suggests this process takes place whether consciously 

realized or not and that both sentient beings and non-sentient objects and forces 

seem to have a role in shaping us. As with any system, this web of relations and 

exchanges is greater than the sum of its individual parts (Capra; Harding).  

The terms outdoor photography, landscape photography and nature 

photography, which are used variously throughout this paper, also have multiple 

and contested meanings. In this work, I define them all as any images taken out-

of-doors that are inclusive of the overarching definition of nature provided above. 

Thus, images that focus on a small detail, such as a leaf or the pattern on a rock, 

which are often referred to as either an “abstract” or an “extract” of nature, as well 

as images of the broad surround, which are commonly referred to as “landscape” 

and may not include evidence of human beings, are included in these definitions. 

Before discussing landscape photographs more thoroughly it is valuable to 

briefly examine the term “landscape” as well. Like nature it has a wide range of 
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contested meanings, only a few of which will be considered here. Depending 

upon the context, landscape variously means the shaping of a given area based on 

aesthetic principles or the movement of natural materials or a small area visually 

selected out of the whole surround and framed as an image (DeLue and Elkins). 

This later definition is typically what we draw upon when discussing landscape 

photography. Within the world of photography, landscape can refer to two types 

of images. The first solely focus upon other-than-human beings and forms that 

shape our world and are often taken in wilderness areas or mountain ranges. This 

limited and rather exclusive focus of landscape has been interrogated by a number 

of scholars, including Rachel Ziadi DeLue and James Elkins who describe it as “a 

fantasy of not belonging to the totality of life of a terrestrial expanse” (204), a 

fantasy that imagines human enterprise as somehow separate from and 

independent of the entire surround. Other ideas and criticisms of landscape will be 

addressed later in this chapter in the literature review. 

More broadly, landscape photography refers to any photograph or image 

of land that includes the horizon (R. Adams, Beauty). This land may or may not 

be inhabited by humans and the photograph may or may not show evidence of 

human presence. This second definition of landscape photography shapes my 

inquiry, as it more closely allies with a broad definition of nature that includes 

rather than excludes human beings. Thus landscape photography throughout this 

paper refers to any photographic images that include the horizon, whether 

containing evidence of human presence or not. It should be noted, though, that 

some of the photographers mentioned herein focus exclusively upon areas that fall 
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into the first, narrower definition. Additionally, I should note that photographers 

who exclusively focus on some other types of landscape imagery have been 

excluded from my inquiry, as outlined later in this chapter under delimitations. 

As with the noun “landscape” it is helpful to briefly examine the verb “to 

landscape.” More commonly referring to the act of intentionally shaping a given 

piece of land, the verb more recently has been used to refer to the act of careful 

attention paid to sensory awareness while in a place as well as to acts of mobility 

within a given space or through a given place (DeLue and Elkins; Dewsbury and 

Cloke; Merriman, Revill, and Cresswell). To landscape, accordingly, would be to 

get to know a particular area by moving through it with senses on high alert. 

Although this paper does not use the verb “to landscape,” this idea of careful 

attention to place and awareness of mobility informs my theory of a photography 

of belonging. This will be more fully explained later in this chapter under the 

section, Gelang. 

I have found Geographer Donald W. Meinig’s theory of landscape 

particularly helpful. Meinig notes how our experience of and ideas about a given 

piece of land are always at least partially a matter of perception. Thus, although 

we may point to or be embedded within a given area of land, “landscape” is not 

simply the physical place and the beings who shape it, but is also a mental 

construct predicated on an ideological perspective and a corresponding set of 

values. The same bit of land, Meinig therefore suggests, can be viewed from at 

least ten different ideological perspectives. These are  

1) Nature: with roots in Romanticism, where land is perceived as pure and 
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humans as its destroyers;  

2) Habitat: with roots in sustainability, where land is perceived as home and 

humans as caretakers;  

3) Artifact: with roots in imperialism, where land is perceived as the stage for 

humankind’s works;  

4) System: with roots in ecological science, where land is perceived as 

networks, flows, and interactions;  

5) Problem: with roots in humanism and social activism, where land is 

perceived as in need of repair and where humans are saviors;  

6) Wealth: with roots in capitalism, where land is perceived as prospect and 

opportunity;  

7) Ideology: with roots in philosophy, where land is perceived as emblematic 

of values, cultural norms, and political ideologies;  

8) History: with roots in scholarship and story telling, where land is perceived 

as a cumulative record of both ongoing geological and human processes;  

9) Place: with roots in geography, where land is perceived as a series of 

individual locales, each unique and worthy of study; and  

10) Aesthetic: with roots in art theory, where land is perceived as an 

abstraction—with emphasis upon the shapes, forms, textures, symmetries, 

balance—and also as a source of beauty and mystery, one that inspires 

humans to reflect, and potentially even genuflect while searching for cosmic 

significance (Meinig).  

Throughout its history, landscape and nature photographs have been 
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created according to at least one these perspectives and usually more than one. 

Sometimes but not always drawing upon the aesthetic, landscape images are often 

mixed with at least one other perspective depending upon the motive and intent of 

the photographer and the ultimate purpose of the image produced. Thus these 

perceptual categories are useful to keep in mind as we consider the work of 

landscape and nature photographers. 

Photographic Classifications 

Within the world of art criticism, photographers are frequently classified 

according to the subject or subjects they most often photograph. Those whose 

primary imagery is of the out-of-doors might be variously classified into the 

genres of nature, landscape, botanical, or wildlife, for example, depending on the 

focus of their work. If they mostly focus upon animals they are generally 

classified as wildlife photographers. Or, if they mostly focus upon broad images 

of the surround they are classified as landscape photographers. And so on. This 

classification system proves to be problematic for my purposes for several 

reasons. The first is that many photographers create images that fall within 

multiple genres, even though they may feel pressured by the art world to 

specialize in only one genre. The second is that these genres, and the sub-genres 

of landscape listed below, obscure the commonalities among these photographers, 

something my study seeks to explore. In this paper, I am more interested in the 

types of experiences photographers have in the field than I am in their area of 

specialization. Thus, for example, I bring together the insights of Ansel Adams 

and Robert Adams, not biologically related, who are normally classified into two 
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very different genres of landscape. Ansel Adams is best known for his images of 

nature and wilderness, while Robert Adams is known for “new topographical” 

images of suburbia. 

As mentioned above, within the broader genres there are also sub-genres. 

Frequently within the genres of landscape, for example, photographers are 

classified according to the areas where they most often focus their photographic 

attention, such as wilderness, topographic, pastoral, or toxic sublime. Or, they 

might be classified according to the intended purpose of the photograph, such as 

environmental or conservationist. Different scholars and different photographers 

use these same terms variously, making these categories muddy and thus not 

particularly helpful. Additionally, photographers are often categorized according 

to style and intention and thus generally are placed into very broad and equally 

contested categories – “art” or “documentary” or “science.” These terms are 

especially problematic because the line between a document and a work of art can 

be very thin indeed and photographers and philosophers have engaged in an 

ongoing debate about this fine line since the invention of the camera. Some of 

their concerns are briefly addressed in the chapter Introducing. 

In this research inquiry, I move away from the above classification 

systems. I turn more toward photographic desire or intent. That said, the goal of 

this inquiry is not to develop a system for categorizing various kinds of 

photographic desire, intents, motivations or goals, despite the fact that several 

scholars have suggested doing so (Bunnell xiii-xiv; Evernden; Wells). 

Nevertheless it is helpful to briefly outline some of the more common motivations 
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and goals, since they serve as generative impulses for the photographic act and 

may affect the kinds of knowledge and awareness that arise in photographic 

practice.  

We can categorize photographic intent into five broad areas, bearing in 

mind that the motivation and goal of photographic practice vary considerably 

from photographer to photographer as well as from project to project; and any one 

photographer may experience a mixture of these desires and intentions or may 

move between them (R. Adams, Beauty 54; Gohlke 70). It is also worth nothing 

that photographers may not always know what desires motivate their practice. 

They may simply experience photography as a yearning to connect with the world 

around them or to record the changes taking place therein.  

Beyond the desire for commercial success shared by many photographers, 

photography practiced out-of-doors, particularly in places with the other-than-

human has a strong presence, is often motivated by a desire to achieve:  

• Equivalence - To have an immersive experience in a place and share the 

feelings and emotions the place evokes with others, such as wonder, 

delight, rapture, peace, terror, awe, dread. The photograph is not meant to 

be an exact description of a place or subject, but rather seeks to convey the 

emotion felt by the photographer and to provoke that feeling in others 

(Ansel Adams: Letters).  

• Description: To describe the world as clearly as possible, calling attention 

to what is healthy and whole as well as what is ill and broken. The 

photograph is as close to external reality as possible. The photographer 
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might even strive to leave his emotion out of the photograph altogether, 

while knowing that the choices of location, angle of site, and perspective 

are always subjective (R. Adams, Beauty 15). 

• Pure Aesthetics: To convey delight and intrigue in the forms and shapes of 

the world as created by light and shadow. To explore texture and pattern, 

composition and tone, and possibly to abstract or extract a tiny piece out 

of the whole. The photograph calls attention to the intricate and the 

intimate details within a place, the kinds of details that might go unnoticed 

without careful attention but that nevertheless shape our experience of a 

landscape (Gohlke). 

• World Witness: To explore the places where humankind’s impact on the 

other-than-human agents in our living world is unsustainable and to call 

attention to the cultural values and ethics that shape our behaviors (“Gary 

Braasch”). The photograph may be expressive of equivalence or may be 

descriptive based on what the photographer feels will best elicit social 

response. 

• Contemplation: To experience oneself in connection and communion with 

all of life, with the life force, whether conceived as solely biological or 

also transcendent – in remote, “exotic” locations or in the backyard – and 

to draw others into an experience of contemplation and inner awareness 

(P. Caponigro, “Paul Caponigro” Conversation; White, Rites and 

Passages). 
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Each one of these desires and intentions is revealed within the following chapters. 

However, my primary emphasis is upon the values that guide a photography of 

belonging and the kinds of awareness and knowledge that arise through sustained 

attention to landscape and nature. 

Review of Critical Literature 

Although speaking of all forms of photographic practice, Susan Sontag 

sets the stage for many of the current critical debates about nature and landscape 

photography, declaring photographic practice to be “an acute manifestation of the 

individualized ‘I,’ the homeless private self astray in an overwhelming world—

mastering reality by a fast visual anthologizing of it” (119). Photography is, she 

contends, “a means of finding a place in the world (still experienced as 

overwhelming, alien) by being able to relate to it with detachment” (119). In 

contrast, but along the same lines of inquiry, Alicia Bright notes that no matter the 

photographer’s individual vision and experience, his or her work, particularly if of 

landscape, always reveals the larger philosophical, political, economic and social 

influences of a given era. Agreeing with her, Liz Wells argues: “even formal and 

personal choices do not emerge sui generis” (16).  

Given the long and close association of photographers with land surveys 

and speculation, as well as to the formation of state and national parks and 

wilderness areas – a history I briefly cover in the chapter, Introducing, landscape 

photographers can be seen as agents of empire and capitalism as well as 

purveyors of images that reinforce the nature/human dichotomy. Environmental 

historian William Cronon, for example, believes nineteenth- and early twentieth-
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century landscape photographers helped to create and perpetuate entrenched and 

ultimately damaging American myths: the myth of the frontier as a source of 

freedom and that of the wilderness as “the last bastion of rugged individualism” 

(77). He believes this fostered within the American public a sense of nostalgia 

that remains today, one that fuels our desire to experience the wilds for ourselves, 

as tourists, reinforcing the false dichotomy between society on the one hand and 

nature on the other. With ecotourism, Cronon posits, there emerges a sense of 

wilderness as spectacle, which ultimately has led to the domestication of the 

sublime (75) and to the commonly held misconception that wilderness is the best 

place to seek renewal and, therefore, is land most worthy of our care and 

protection.  

Landscape imagery can reinforce the idea of “the human . . . entirely 

outside the natural,” Cronon asserts (80), and other scholars share his concerns 

with good reason. They worry about the effects of “turning the wilderness into an 

‘Eden under glass’” (Dunaway 230), pointing out how photographic images can 

reinforce the perception that society is not dependent upon natural ecosystems. 

Others worry that wilderness imagery, often devoid of human figures, implies that 

human strife and struggle are unimportant (Jussim and Lindquist-Cock) or that it 

reinforces the false idea of nature as timeless and outside the sphere of human 

influence (Bright). Rebecca Solnit echoes such concerns, acknowledging how 

“evacuation” of the human figure in nature images “excises people and other 

markers of mortality or the temporal [and] yields an image of the world entirely 

outside of human agency” (DeLue and Elkins 98). The defense of wilderness 
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begun by John Muir and later taken up by Ansel Adams and others, she therefore 

believes, has a “sinister” dimension (DeLue and Elkins 98). Lucy Lippard has a 

slightly different concern. She wonders what effect landscape images might have 

on eroding our sense of a whole, integrated Earth. For landscape images, she 

asserts, “offer the manipulated fragment in what might be seen as a metaphor for 

the way ‘nature’ itself has been drawn and quartered” (60). These concerns have 

merit, particularly because they emphasize how photographs shape public 

perceptions.  

As will be more fully explored in the chapter, Emerging, photography has 

an long, ongoing, and intimate association with leisure, recreation, adventure, and 

ecotourism (Adler), a relationship for which it has been criticized as everything 

from an expression of colonial fantasy (Franklin), an act of disengagement 

(Peeler), an act of power (Bower), a predatory practice and a means of taking 

possession (Sontag), or as a spiritual imagery designed for leisure consumption 

(Bright). Images intended to feed the tourist imagination seem closely linked with 

imperialism for they appear to represent “the imperial eye,” the one that “names 

and dominates” (Giblett and Tolonen 54). Tourism, the privilege of the upper and 

middle classes made possible only when a country has sufficient wealth, leads to 

the idea of the gazing spectator, a person who comes, often only briefly, to 

consume the view, a person who is not of that place but is passing through, who 

does not work the land but is merely a temporary visitor (DeLue and Elkins). This 

suggests the idea of landscape as “landscope,” e.g. a bounded, viewable area to be 

surveyed or gazed upon (DeLue and Elkins 94). Landscape as landscope is 
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reinforced by train, car and airline travel where land or sky, framed by a window, 

is viewed from a fast moving vehicle. Such a landscape has no felt, sensual reality 

other than that of sight (Jussim and Lindquist-Cock). It is simply a view. 

Unfortunately, photographers can appear to be simply a more privileged class of 

tourist. They own expensive equipment, travel great distances to exotic locales 

and remote areas, spend a week to several months photographing the area, return 

home to process their images, and then leave again on another expedition.  

Landscape photography, asserts Lucy Lippard, “is conventionally used to 

seduce and entertain” (60). It is, W. J. T. Mitchell points out, “a marketable 

commodity to be presented and re-presented in ‘packaged tours,’ an object to be 

purchased, consumed, and even brought home in the form of souvenirs such as 

postcards and photo albums” (15). As such, he notes, it “represents fetishistic 

practice” (15). Landscape is “one of the most popular photographic subjects of 

them all,” says Terry Hope, author of numerous popular books on photography. It 

is “big business,” because “landscape images are used to sell everything from cars 

to washing powder” (9). Such use of landscape imagery has been labeled by some 

critics as “ecoporn,” a term coined by Deep Ecologist Jerry Mander in 1972 to 

refer to green washing, the use of images of nature to sell products that have 

nothing to do with the natural world or with preserving or protecting the other-

than-human or of creating sustainable societies (Welling). Others take this idea of 

ecoporn even further, suggesting as Bart Welling does, that nature images 

frequently mask “sordid agendas with illusions of beauty and perfection” (54). 

Reinforcing the idea of the imperial eye, Welling observes how both pornography 
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and nature images “can code the viewer’s eye . . . in deeply interrelated ways” 

where the photographer, and by extension the viewer, stands 

as a solitary, central but remote, omniscient, all-powerful, potentially 
violent, pleasure taking, commodifying, and all-seeing but simultaneously 
invisible male subject to its marginalized, decontextualized, powerless, 
speechless, unknowing, endangered, pleasure giving, commodified, 
consumable female object.” (53) 
 
 “Big business” ecopornographic images, which include both landscape 

and intimate images of fauna are, in addition to their use by advertising agencies, 

frequently commissioned or purchased by environmentally-focused organizations 

whose mission statements include educating the public about the natural world 

with the hope of persuading the public to care about humankind’s impact on the 

other-than-human. Such images are frequently used in fund-raising calendars, 

websites, and documentaries because of their great appeal to the public. While 

these organizations’ efforts are noble, and the photographers themselves may be 

allied with environmentalism, these same organizations may be unwittingly 

reinforcing an imperialist, ecopornographic, objectifying gaze, in part because the 

images they feature are increasingly hyper realistic, deeply saturated clichéd 

perceptions of a now fully tamed and easily accessible previously wild planet 

(Chianese) and some are slick images evocative of real estate advertisements 

(Solnit in DeLue and Elkins). Lydia Millet refers to such images as “tarted-up,” 

arguing that at best they “elicit a regretful nostalgia for a never-known past of 

unspoiled landscapes; at worst, they reassure us disingenuously that the last great 

places are safe and sound” (par. 7). An anonymous, and insightful, comment 

posted in response to Millet’s article in Utne Reader Online says, “it is one thing 



 
 
17 

for voyeurs to look at pictures of naked nature” but the problem is that such 

images also sanction ecotourism. The comment is worth quoting: 

I think today people have an overblown sense of entitlement to go forth 
into ‘nature’ and actually see with their own eyes and touch and feel it, 
where perhaps in the past the indigenous populations would not have 
dreamed of doing so. . . . [Now] you can get a helicopter to drop you off in 
the back country of the rockies [sic] where no man or woman has ever 
gone before. it’s [sic] our inalienable right, apparently, to see it all, and to 
‘kiss a fish’ literally. . . . Having grown up in the 1950s in central British 
Columbia, we actually had respect for the ‘back country’ and considered 
people who insisted on going into it a bit loonie [sic]. The ‘back country’ 
is wild for a reason, you know? (dorrie_2) 
 

Clearly, the other-than-human has become objectified, packaged, commercialized, 

and commoditized and the desire to connect with its beauty as purveyed through 

images is compelling for many. Of course, photography is not alone in fueling our 

desire to mingle with the other-than-human and exotic “other.” Travel writing and 

nature writing also have played a central role. 

Conversation, Community, and Embodiment 

Landscape photography, and by extension outdoor, wildlife, and nature 

photography, clearly has garnered considerable academic interest. Yet, very little 

scholarly attention has been paid to the ways photographers themselves describe 

their experiences of the land or to the kinds of awareness and knowledge, as well 

as values and ethics, that arise through their highly embodied, mobile, poly-

sensual journeys within a given landscape. It is time to do so, as current research 

in the multidisciplinary and interdisciplinary field of landscape studies 

demonstrates increasing interest in finding ways to move beyond the visitor and 

tourist mentality of landscope and wilderness as spectacle toward a genuine, 
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lasting and respectful connection with the ecosystems we each inhabit. What I am 

labeling as Gelang photographic practice has much to contribute to this effort, as 

my research hopes to disclose. 

Much of the recent scholarship in landscape studies explores the 

interrelation of sentience, perception, and communication. The field includes 

artists and performers who seek to understand how we might intuit a moral 

connection with nature (Brydon) as well as philosophers who seek to refigure our 

ontological understanding of ‘landscape’ by exploring ideas of perception 

(Abram, Spell; Haldane; Waage). It also includes ecologists, geographers, 

landscape architects, and land managers interested in how aesthetics shape our 

experience of and ethical behavior toward nature (Dakin; Jóhannesdóttir) 

including “unscenic” land (McQuillan; Saito). All of these thinkers are pushing 

beyond the human/nature dichotomy and expanding the notion of landscape and 

nature to include the interrelation of all beings, including humans. Their ideas 

closely parallel the experiences of some outdoor photographers. 

Some recent research investigates the relationship humans have with 

landscape through the metaphor of conversation (Benediktsson and Lund), 

suggesting the possibility of communication between humans and the land where 

“landscape implies a more-than-human materiality; a constellation of natural 

forms that are independent of humans, yet part and parcel of the processes by 

which humans make their living and understand their own place in the world” 

(Benediktsson and Lund 1). There is also a turn toward the spiritual as well as 

toward the phenomenological where, as mentioned earlier, landscape is used as 
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verb rather than a noun and does not refer to the act of shaping a given area 

according to human will but rather refers to embodiment and presence with all 

senses alert and with an openness to be affected by the land (Dewsbury and 

Cloke). Conversation is predicated on what aesthetic theorist Jessica Dubow 

describes as the phenomenological encounter – “a founding relationship of self to 

object  . . . a reciprocity, a kind of mutual entwinement” (DeLue and Elkins 104). 

She continues, “Landscape experience then is not just how a given view comes to 

be represented, but how its viewer stakes a claim to perception and presence” 

(DeLue and Elkins 104). Others take this one step further, suggesting that 

conversation is not about a subject-to-object relationship at all but is rather “a 

lived experience or process” (DeLue and Elkins 105), implying a state of unity 

with the whole. Still others are examining the value of mobility, of walking within 

an all-encompassing land, because “space and time get brought together within 

movement in a way that always crosses boundaries” (Merriman, Revill, and 

Cresswell 205) and such boundary crossing leads to an increasing sense of 

connection and reciprocity. 

These ideas have close parallels with animistic conceptions where humans 

and nonhuman “persons” and/or “the land” are said to be in an ongoing 

communicative exchange (Armstrong; Bird-David; Burton-Christie; Shotter; 

Stuckey; Waage) and are together co-creating the world along with animated 

elements like wind and water (Cordova; Harvey; Ingold; Norton-Smith; Peat). 

There is a reciprocal exchange, whether cooperative or competitive, taking place 

between all parts of nature and each series of exchanges brings about and 
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transforms everything else. Thus even our presence in a place changes the place, 

just as the place and all who are within it change us.  

Theories of perception and sentient-imbued matter also help to break 

down the human/nature dichotomy. Stephen Harding, drawing on the work of 

Spinoza, Leibniz and Whitehead, argues for sentience in nature because it is 

“inconceivable that sentience could evolve from wholly insentient matter” (22). 

Merleau-Ponty terms this sentience “flesh,” which he describes as the voice of the 

living Earth speaking within us and through us because “there really is inspiration 

and expiration of Being, respiration in Being” every where, at all times, and in 

everything (Merleau-Ponty, The Visible 247) David Abram, building on the work 

of Merleau-Ponty has described “flesh” as “the inherence of the sentient in the 

sensible and the sensible in the sentient” (Abram, “Merleau-Ponty and the Voice 

of the Earth” 9). In such a scenario, the photographer and the subject 

photographed are together wrapped in an intersubjective sentience. They are each 

unique and individual, but there is a possibility for exchange between them, 

whether consciously or subconsciously experienced.  This, too, parallels 

indigenous epistemological and ontological descriptions of a world filled with a 

diversity of interrelated “persons,” only some of whom are human, who transform 

one another through their interactions and who are thus in reciprocal 

communicative exchange (Cordova; Harvey; Hogan; Ingold). 

Although the aforementioned ideas may be shared by only some of the 

photographers whose voices contribute to this study, nevertheless these 
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conceptions of landscape, conversation, phenomenology, and animism help to 

frame my conception of photographic belonging. 

Defining Gelang 

My research explores the experience of the photographer and seeks to 

reveal the kinds of knowledge, awareness, wisdom, and ethical sense of 

responsibility that frequently arise through immersive experiences in outdoor 

places and through years of photographic practice. It is concerned with a practice 

of observation and intentional aesthetic response as it occurs at the time of 

immersion, while bearing in mind that the decisions one makes to best “capture” 

light at the moment of exposure comprise only one half of the photographic 

gesture. The other half takes place when the resulting exposures are processed, 

whether in a chemical or digital darkroom. Gretchen Garner labels these two 

phases of the photographic gesture as “camera vision” and “printing” (“The 

Photographic Gesture”). Since the advent of computers and the internet, printing 

onto a surface may never actually occur, though. Nevertheless, for serious 

photographers the processing phase of the photographic gesture always occurs, 

taking place in either a chemical or digital darkroom. This inquiry focuses 

exclusively upon the camera vision phase of the photographic gesture, for it seeks 

to disclose the embodied wisdom and relational exchange that arises while the 

photographer is in the field. 

Despite all of the various classification systems within photography, there 

appears to be no category emphasizing the values guiding photographic practice 

and the experience of awareness and knowledge that arise from sustained inquiry 
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out-of-doors. The photographers themselves, however, are extremely articulate on 

these dimensions of their work. My study, which brings together photographers 

from various genres, focuses on their subjective experiences and their thoughtful 

insights as to the ethical value of photographic practice. Their practice is guided 

by compassion and often even love. I have chosen to call this group “Gelang.”  

I invoke the Old English and contemporary Dutch word, Gelang, because 

it variously means dependent on, attainable from, present in, belonging to, and 

along with. This suggests a photography of belonging and an approach toward 

land/place/subject as one of openness to intimacy and not of a stranger toward the 

objectified “other.” It is an approach undertaken with a respect and openness and 

it frequently results in an experience of connection and sometimes even of 

dialogic exchange. Gelang photographers share a set of values and speak of 

profound moments of deep connection and deep commitment to land and the 

beings who occupy it, whether that place is a mountain, a cornfield, a swamp, a 

dam, a sanitation filtration pond or their own backyard.  

My research focuses upon a respectful, ethical, wisdom-based, and life-

affirming photographic practice, one that seeks to reveal the subjectivity of a 

subject. I am not alone calling attention to these more positive dimensions of 

photography. Neil Evernden and Philip Richter are similarly engaged. We aim to 

distinguish a respectful practice from an invasive or greedy practice that might 

intentionally or inadvertently objectify the “other.” The second way is often solely 

motivated by the desire for fame or material gain, whereas the first is motivated 

by a desire for connection. This is not to suggest that many Gelang photographers 
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I also do not walk alone because the trees themselves accompany me: 

 

As do other members of my community, some of whom are pictured here:



 
 
132 

 



 
 
133 

This is a story about mourning and hope and of community, and of how 

these go hand-in-hand, prompting some Gelang photographers to undertake long-

term projects to not only raise their own awareness but that of others.  More than 

anything this is a story of the type of knowledge that emerges when we pay 

careful, sustained attention to a place and do so with care, compassion and a sense 

of responsibility for what we witness. 

Sustained photographic attention to a place is a form of deep inquiry given 

that we note the day-to-day and year-to-year changes evolving there. In this 

regard, it is closely allied with natural science. We note natural patterns – the 

cyclical movement of weather, animals, birds, insects. Thus through this project I 

have gained a modicum of Western ecological knowledge as well as traditional 

ecological knowledge, since the more I photograph the more I want to understand 

what is going on and the more I understand the more curious I become. I have no 

training in science, thus I have merely gleaned what I can from the sources I 

consult. I have also twice taken leaf samples to scientists who specialize in 

Sudden Oak Death for analysis in order to better understand what I am seeing. 

Throughout this project I also have gained increased technical mastery 

over a camera (actually two, since I upgraded during this project) and an 

expanded understanding of artistic expression, since rendering what I am 

witnessing in a way that pleases me turns out to be rather challenging and I must 

turn to exemplars and guides. Thus, sustained photographic attention also leads to 

a better understanding of art and technology.  
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Robert Adams believes that “art begins in unhappiness . . . in the more 

common experiences of pain” (Beauty 60) and that photographers are courageous 

because they must withstand “the psychic battering that comes from what they 

see” (Beauty 18). This battering does not arise with the simple experience of 

looking, but rather arises in the process of a thoughtful artistic response. As 

explored in the previous chapter, the photographer looks with the intent to see—to 

observe, understand, and make meaning—rather than simply to gaze with 

curiosity, wonder, or disinterest. The acting of seeing, which arises in tandem 

with the creative response, leaves us vulnerable, Adams suggests, because we 

make an effort “to affirm life without lying about it” (Beauty N. Pag.) and such an 

effort is often exhausting. We cannot escape what we see. It haunts us because we 

care about what we are seeing. We feel connected to the land and the community 

of beings who shape it. Yet the act of seeing also prompts us. It leads us into 

mystery and it invites study. This helps to expand our awareness. As Adams also 

points out our inquiry, while expanding awareness, cannot prove fact or even 

prove significance. Instead, he says, “the picture is only a record of the artist’s 

witness to it” and, if we are lucky, the photographer can be “a convincing 

witness” (Beauty 147).  

Etymologically, “witness” comes to us through the Old English 

wit/gewit with various meanings: “understanding, intellect, sense; knowledge, 

consciousness, conscience” (Harper Np). A photography of witness extends 

beyond the interrogative uses of photographs as factual testimony and into realms 
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of care and affect, intentionally nourishing and igniting both individual and social 

conscience. It often begins with a desire for care giving and it hopes to elicit 

feelings of care in those who view the work and to awaken within them new 

understandings about themselves in relation to our shared world. Frank Gohlke 

expresses this well 

I feel that ultimately the photograph ought to contribute somehow to 
caring for the places that I photograph. It has to do with caring and 
caregiving [sic]. Knowledge is part of that, because acquiring knowledge 
demands attention to something, the devotion of your attention to 
something and the exercise of all of your faculties, not just you [sic] 
emotions. It requires you to bring all of yourself to it. For me that means 
learning a lot about what I’m photographing. (159) 
 
Within Gelang practice, a photography of witness is propelled by the 

desire to understand our place within the more-than-human world and to elicit a 

caring response. It might include seeking to better understand how the natural 

world functions, as Balog exemplifies: “My entire adult life has, in one way or 

another, been driven by a desire to bear witness to the forces of nature” (Tree 18).  

Or it might be to better understand human/nature dynamics and to reveal our 

cultural values, as Gohlke exemplifies: “photographs bear witness to the facts, be 

they visible or existential, and it is a fact that our relationship with the natural 

world is a troubled one that can never be otherwise under the present cultural 

dispensation” (196). Similarly, it might be to reveal the story of our treatment of 

the rest of the natural world and take the form of environmental advocacy, as 

exemplified by Jack Dykinga, who relies on the power of images to provoke 
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social response (Hope), as does Robert Ketchum, who is very concerned about 

environmental issues and wants his work to impact political decisions (Rohrbach).  

Likewise, Moose Peterson seeks to encourage others to “embrace our 

world heritage” and change a predominant attitude of conquest to one of respect 

(“Moose Peterson” par. 23). The desire of witness might be to record that which is 

disappearing, as exemplified by Joel Sartore who focuses on species and 

landscapes on the brink of extinction. He rues the fact that what he is 

photographing is “mainly ghosts. It’s all ghosts. Just little remnants. Just little 

bitty pockets of wildlife . . . little scraps of what used to be” (“At Close Range” 

par. 15). Or it might be to call our attention to our most destructive behaviors, as 

exemplified by “wastelandscape photographers” (Giblett and Tolonen) such as 

Edward Burtynsky and Chris Jordon. Jordon, a conceptual photographer who sees 

himself walking the thin line between artist and activist, says his work is meant 

“to evoke a whole bunch of different layers of discord between the attraction and 

repulsion we feel toward our consumer habits and our consumer lives” 

(“Photographic Artist” par. 5). 

Photographs of witness can be painful for the viewer, although as Elkins 

writes, such pain might not be very acute but rather “a more continuous, duller, 

less personal kind of pain.” This may be especially so in the digital age where the 

barrage of images is unrelenting. Such photographs, Elkins continues, “force 

viewers to see the world as they had not needed or wanted to see it” (xi). As 

mentioned in other chapters, the photograph is necessarily of something out there 
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as well as something in here; it points to a photographer’s sensitivity to a place in 

as much as it points to the place itself (Gosling). Thus, through the eyes of 

photographers, the rest of us like it or not are compelled to join in their witness.  

If the audience does not wish to experience pain, imagine how the 

photographer feels who spends many years documenting the slow death of a place 

to which she is intimately connected. Imagine how she feels when the once lush 

and vibrant evergreen forest slowly withers, not in response to cyclical weather 

patterns, but in response to a ravaging disease, one that gained hold through 

unwise environmental practices, specifically the importation of flora from one 

continent to another (“About Sudden Oak Death”). She watches as the spore 

causing the disease, so tiny it can easily lurk undetected in the soil of nursery 

plants and then wend its way into the water stream once planted in people’s yards, 

not only impacts the trees, but all who depend upon them – a community of 

beings who are biologically adapted to them for shelter and food. 

Photographer and art theorist, Alan Sekula, believes every photograph, 

depending on context, represents apparently irreconcilable dualities 

Every photograph tends, at any given moment of reading in any given 
context, towards one of two poles of meaning, the opposition of which is: 
photographer as seer vs. photographer as witness; photography as 
expression vs. photography as reportage; the onus of imagination (and 
inner truth) vs. theories of empirical truth; affective vs. informative value; 
metaphoric vs. significations. (472) 
 

I suspect these seeming oppositions are reflective of the photographer’s own 

liminality, standing as she does in the threshold between inner and outer 

immensities, between inner truth and outer truth. What appears to be in 
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opposition—fact and emotion, reporting and expression, science and art—only 

increases a photographer’s sense of wonder and mystery, since both poles are 

experienced as equally true. A perfectly human emotional response to a perfectly 

factual natural occurrence is not the antithesis of objectivity. Through 

experiencing and processing our emotions we come to terms with the world and 

find our tenuous but nevertheless strong relationship to place. 

Keeping Elkins in mind, do the following photographs cause us to feel 

something like repulsion, aversion, horror, or disgust? Do we wish to turn away? 

 

 



 
 
139 

 

My own feelings of disgust and horror are magnified many times over 

when I step back from this particular tree and move to the next and the next and 

the next again to discover that almost every leaf on every tree is either dead, 

dying, or has some degree of mold growing upon it. Why do I feel disgust and 

horror? Because I care. I feel connected. I feel as though I belong, as I do to a 

family and a community, and I feel compassion for the suffering of another. Does 

it make sense, then, in light of such caring to distinguish between seer and 

witness? Am I a seer with expressive imagination seeking to illicit emotional 

responses in my viewers and are my photographs therefore necessarily lyrical and 

metaphorical? Or am I reporting the truth in order to provide information and 

point out the significance of that which I witness? Sekula, by drawing our 

attention to these two poles, asks us to reconsider their apparent opposition. 

Consider the following two images: 
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Although the image on the left might be construed as lyrical, does it not also 

highlight empirical truth? And while the one on the right appears to be more 

literal, does it not also evoke an affective response? 

When we face the discomfort of witnessing the pain of another about 

whom we care, we often feel prompted to seek answers about their suffering. We 

begin researching. As my forest goes I wish to know: What is this mold? Where 

has it come from? What is causing it? What is it doing to the tree? Is it connected 

in some way to P. Ramorum and, if yes, how exactly? What is my role in this? 

What impact do I have on this forest? What might be the connection between my 

cultural lifeways and the fate of this forest? How does my presence in this forest 

affect it? What do these trees have to do with me? And, most mysterious of all, 

why do I wish to photograph their demise? Such questions blur the lines between 

art and science, between subjectivity and objectivity, affect and fact, visceral 
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response and research. These are false dichotomies. Nothing is so neatly severed 

when it arises from attention and caring and, maybe, even love. 

Brazilian photographer Sebastião Salgado, one of the foremost living 

social documentary photographers, awarded many times over for his various 

series on the working and living conditions of some of the poorest humans in the 

world, describes the motivation for his latest project, “Genesis,” in an interview 

on UCTV 

I had an idea to go and have a look at the planet and try to understand 
through this process – through pictures – the landscapes and how alive 
they are. To understand the vegetation of the planet, the trees; to 
understand the other animals. (“The Photographer as Activist” N. pag.) 
 

He calls this project a “love letter to the Earth and to the resilience of nature” (“A 

God’s” par. 11). In a different interview he comments upon how through this 

project, “I fell in love with my planet. This work is not about landscapes. It is 

about love” (“In Love” par. 27). Salgado is unabashedly clear about the value of 

subjective response, saying “Photography is not objective . . . it is deeply 

subjective – my photography is consistent ideologically and ethically with the 

person I am” (“A God’s” par. 2). For Ansel Adams, too, photography is an 

expression of love and a reflection of a deep ethical regard for life, as Wallace 

Stegner indicates in the introduction to Ansel Adams: Letters and Images 1916-

1984 

The man who made unforgettable images out of the grandeur and mystery 
of nature did so because he could not help doing so, because he loved 
what he saw. The man who spent his energy defending nature against the 
careless and greedy also worked from love. His environmentalism was not 
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a side issue, something done with the left hand in spare time. It sprang 
from the same source as his art, and involved him wholly. (ix) 
 
Robert Adams invites photographers to cultivate and nourish affection in 

our lives (Beauty 51). Affection connects us to a place, holds us there, and 

nourishes our sense of responsibility. R. Adams’ affection is clearly evident in his 

sustained attention to the changing landscape on the Colorado Plateau. His 

comment about Eliot Porter’s elegy to Glen Canyon is as telling of Porter as it is 

of his own experience of watching an open land morph into subdivisions. “How 

commendable,” he writes, “to have known this geography well enough to make 

hundreds of pictures there—to have loved it that much—and then to go on 

working without it” (Beauty 18). I feel this daily as I walk through my forest, 

where in the summer leaves fall like rain and branches soon follow. I 

acknowledge this is a natural process, this dying of a forest, but I nevertheless feel 

the loss. 
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Getting to know a place can mean getting to love it. However, we may not 

always have affection for what we photograph. However, sustained attention can 

create conscientiousness even when all that prods us is an attempt to make sense 

of our experience, as Gohlke notes 

I don’t always love the places I photograph, in the sense that I love places 
that we associate with outdoor pleasures. But the particularities of things 
never fail to draw me in. For a moment all of my vagrant impulses are 
drawn together, and whatever sense I can make of the experience is 
crystallized in the photograph. (196) 
 

 In fact, sometimes a land feels incredibly foreign to us, particularly when 

we did not grow up there. We are strangers at first, the land and us. We must get 

to know one another. When we first encounter a new land we might even find it 

horrifying, as Misrach notes of his childhood experience of the desert (par. 48). 

Yet time spent paying close attention while moving within a land can lead to 

understanding and affection, even if we do not find it beautiful in the way we find 
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the familiar beautiful, as Misrach further notes after his move to the desert. “Once 

you fall in love with it that’s it. The light, the space, the solitude, the silence. Oh 

my god. It’s a really powerful place to be. . . . It’s ugly. And yet it is a remarkable 

place” (par. 48). Philip Hyde speaks of a similar transformation of awareness and 

affection toward the desert. “The ease I feel now,” he writes, “is the product of 

many experiences, not all pleasant, but all valued for what they taught. Nor did 

the ease come without struggle, but as the result of an effort to understand, to 

penetrate the discomforts, to clear away the debris of prejudice and preconception 

that can so distort one’s view of a natural environment” (16). This clearing away 

of debris is a process of inner growth and development, Hyde suggests, as he 

draws upon the words of ecologist and forester Aldo Leopold: “Development is a 

job not of building roads into lovely country, but of building receptivity into the 

still unlovely human mind” (qtd. in Hyde, 16). 

With all of the above in mind it is hard to make sense of the fact that many 

landscape photographers from Ansel Adams onward, particularly those who 

photograph in places where the other-than-human dominates, have been judged as 

not caring about the plight of human beings. Jussim and Lindquist-Cock point out 

how “exclusive emphasis on scenic studies can be construed as a disregard for 

immediate social problems involving not only an artistic idea of nature but the 

survival of the planet itself” (16). One has to wonder if the issue lies more with 

the viewers of the photographs than with the photographers. Art creates a 

responsibility in the viewer to look behind the surface for the significance of the 



 
 
146 

image as the photographer seeks to convey it. Yet the analysis of photographs is 

often based on preconceived theories of photographic communication.  

Take, for example, a body of work comprised of images of sunrises and 

sunsets. If a scholar of religion were to analyze them they might conceived as 

attempt to communicate ideas of transcendence or enlightenment. A scholar of 

culture, on the other hand, might interrogate these same as a desire to escape 

social responsibility. Yet, for the photographer, the images might very well be 

evidence of pollution, as Misrach, who has undertaken several projects focused 

upon the sky, indicates 

there’s no way we can look at them instantly and see beautiful abstractions 
and forms of light, because . . . those sunsets, those beautiful reds are 
coming out of the pollution. Some of the clouds out there are completely 
man made. (par. 57) 
 

 The problem of misinterpretation is magnified for the average member of 

the audience who might not analyze the photograph at all. This is especially true 

if the viewer does not have the same level of experience and expertise regarding 

environmental issues as the photographer or simply hasn’t taken the same time to 

carefully observe his or her surroundings. For such individuals, any classically 

beautiful image may simply be construed as further evidence of the “pleasant 

backdrop of nature” (Abram, Spell 9). Although perceived as beautiful, this 

backdrop, effectively, remains unseen by such a person. They might be aware of 

trees and clouds, for example, but these instances of the other-than-human remain 

“other.”  
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For example, my neighbor walks in the neighborhood daily. She and I 

stood one day looking into the forested park outside our back doors. I commented 

upon my concern for the trees. She asked me what I was talking about. I said they 

were sick. She said she had no idea what I meant. I pointed out the denuded 

branches and the yellowed leaves. She still could not see. Apparently she thought 

that was normal. In ten years of living here she had not noticed that this forest was 

comprised of evergreen trees. Nor had she noticed that the forest had thinned 

considerably since her arrival. She spends plenty of time outdoors, yet she doesn’t 

“see” what is taking place in the other-than-human community around her. Sadly, 

she represents a huge slice of the population. We cannot blame her, though. It 

takes intention, time, and experience to really see. 

My neighbor might easily misconstrue the work of environmental 

photojournalist Gary Braasch. His work could be viewed as just more beautiful 

pictures of nature. Yet Braasch’s lifelong work has been to document biodiversity 

and highlight issues of global warming.  He speaks of the pain of being a first 

hand witness to effects of the changing climate upon both the human and the 

other-than-human and of the value photographs can have in drawing attention to 

these issues. “I was a witness to what otherwise were just numbers or facts in 

news stories,” says Braasch, who describes in detail what he has witnessed 

I have stood in the empty rookeries of displaced Adelie penguins and 
photographed huge icebergs separated from an ice shelf in Antarctica. I 
have seen the jagged fronts of receding Greenland glaciers and observed 
subtle changes on the tundra. I have tracked down Alpine glaciers depicted 
in 150-year-old images and rephotographed them to show them wasting 
away. In the woods of eastern North America I have walked among spring 
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wildflowers and watched for migrant songbirds, which are arriving earlier 
each season than in decades past. Along the coasts I have seen rising tides 
and heavy storms erode beaches. I have heard the anguish in the voices of 
native Alaskans as they describe their village being washed away, of 
Chinese farmers facing famine caused by drought, and of Pacific Islanders 
driven from their homes by increasingly high tides. Photographing this 
subject presents a great challenge. Changes have been unfolding for fifty 
years or more, with most effects being incremental, or invisible.  (“Gary 
Braash” par. 16). 

 
Salgado is also deeply concerned about the interrelation of human and the 

other-than-human although his work, too, upon quick inspection can appear to be 

simply beautiful art. He is an exceptionally gifted artist and therefore aesthetics 

dominate in his images. Yet, as he acknowledges in an interview for University of 

California Television, his beautiful images are deeply significant. He seeks to 

uncover the correlation between poverty and environmental destruction. “I was 

photographing just one animal all of my life” he says, “that was the human 

animal. I take a decision to photograph the others, to bring the others inside. . . . I 

take this project to . . . provoke this discussion again because I believe we live in a 

moment when we are breaking the equilibrium for the planet where we are living” 

(“The Photographer as Activist” N. pag.).  

Chris Jordan sees, literally, a deep connection between our consumerist 

life style and the death of many seabirds in the Pacific Ocean. On his blog he 

writes about how these birds ingest bits and pieces of the “millions of tons of our 

petroleum products that have poured into the ocean via our collective negligence” 

and, unable to digest this plastic, they die (“Blog post” par. 1). His photographs of 

the contents of their stomachs are highly provocative. Jordan calls us to lead 
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ethical lives and to experience connection. He writes, “My friend the artist 

Richard Lang says the opposite of beauty is not ugliness, but indifference. For me 

this means that to live ethical lives, we are called to turn toward the staggering 

enormity of human-caused catastrophes” (“Blog Post” par. 2).  

Sontag claimed that “nobody exclaims, ‘Isn’t that ugly! I must take a 

photograph of it.’ Even if someone did say that, all it would mean is: ‘I find that 

ugly thing . . . beautiful” (85). Yet Jordan is very clear about the ugliness of what 

he is photographing. “There’s a contrast between the beauty in the images and the 

underlying grotesqueness of the subjects,” he notes. “And it is something I put 

there intentionally because I was using beauty as a seduction to draw the viewer 

long enough that the underlying message might seep in. It was frustrating because 

I would show my work . . . and they would tell me how beautiful it was. But, they 

wouldn’t get that it was about consumerism. Then, I think, okay, I can go further. 

I wanna make an image that is affirmatively ugly” (“Interview” Np). 

Perhaps beauty must always serve as a seduction in the realm of 

photography. Robert Adams, in Beauty in Photography, contemplates whether a 

photograph can ever be a successful medium for communicating what he terms 

“evil.” How, he wonders, can it be the right tool for social, economic, and 

political condemnation when as a photograph it must employ at least a few 

conventions of formal aesthetics? The very formal aesthetic elements that make 

the image successful as a work of art render it ineffective for social critique, he 

believes. Adams wonders whether novels and film might be more effective at 
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communicating evil because they include an element of time. Through time, he 

says, one can see the consequences of actions. A single static image cannot 

convey this element of time and consequence except when the audience is as 

aware of the depth of the issues as the photographer. 

Many photographers try to work around this problem, though, by creating 

a series of photographs and by printing their images at a very large scale. Edward 

Burtynsky, for example, who focuses much of his photographic attention on 

sublime landscapes of consumerist and industrial waste – acres of tire mounds, 

mountains of crushed cars, cliffs of mined marble, lakes of toxic waste – seeks to 

overwhelm the audience with many images so large and insistent that they cannot 

escape a sense of responsibility. Yet, I have found with my students, even more 

effective than his images for conveying the depth of the consequence of 

industrialization is his film Manufactured Landscapes, which chronicles his 

photographic journey through China. In the film we see Burtynsky setting up 

shots, negotiating with Chinese officials, and traveling to the areas of greatest 

environmental devastation. There we observe impoverished workers combing 

through the trash, watch children pose in front of mounds of toxic metal, watch an 

elderly woman pound away at toxic computer boards without any form of 

protection. Simultaneously as we watch their body language we hear their chatter 

and their laughter. The landscape is humanized and the devastating consequences 

of our consumer lifestyles are more readily apparent. 
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Nevertheless, photographers continue in their quest. Their willingness to 

confront what is broken combined with affection or love, or at least a sense of 

conscience, often leads to an enhanced sense of responsibility. While the act of 

photographing itself can be an act of compassion, some photographers also go a 

step further and become involved in communities and organizations to work 

together for a more sustainable relationship with the planet. Braasch, for instance, 

is “an active contributor to environmental efforts ranging from forest preservation 

in his home state of Oregon to international conservation campaigns” (“About 

Gary Braasch” par. 10). Pulitzer Prize-winning photographer, Jack Dykinga, has 

worked for many years to help secure the creation of a bi-national park along the 

U.S./Mexico border (58). Moving beyond the act of providing photographs to 

organizations to actually working with them is critical, believes Salgado 

When you go to photograph and just to take the picture to bring to 
magazines, it is finished. But when you work with institutions. You are 
there, it is your life, you are integrated, the pictures are provoking debate, 
discussions, and raising funds . . . I believe there is a kind of dynamic 
inside of this; that photography is just a slice of this dynamic. And for me, 
what sometimes is bug me a little bit is to take photography outside of this 
context and to show that this is . . .  that is just a small slice . . . In this 
sense I am not an activist. I am just a small slice of what is going on. 
(“The Photographer as Activist” Np) 
 

“It is not enough,” he continues, “to just show what is going on, but the actual 

work has to be integrated into the solution. You have to solve it simultaneously, 

because otherwise you are being irresponsible” (“The Photographer as Activist” 

Np). Ansel Adams agrees. “Whatever mess we observe is our own responsibility” 

he warns (Ansel Adams: Letters 210). 
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 Not all Gelang photographers become actively involved in seeking 

solutions to the problems they witness. Nevertheless, they feel compassion and 

care, as well as satisfaction for contributing meaningfully to society. “Making a 

difference in the world with your photography,” claims Moose Peterson, “is the 

greatest addiction known to man” (par. 21). Aerial landscape photographer 

George Gerster, whose work includes documenting farming practices from the air, 

notes how his “land art” images helped conservation efforts being undertaken by 

farmers in the Palouse area of Washington (85). He recognizes the difference 

between making a photograph and taking action, yet he appreciates his role. “At 

times I have mixed emotions about chasing beauty from above while farms are in 

the grip of prolonged drought and severe economic conditions. Being aloft does 

not mean being aloof. I’m thrilled that my visions of this beautiful land can 

inspire those who are responsible for it” (85). 

 John Paul Caponigro takes a slightly different path. He sees his work as an 

invitation to look closely at our unique ways of relating to the world and to 

acknowledge the fact of change, recognizing that we are all involved in 

environmental changes whether we realize it or not. He writes, 

There are many artists who have documented the changing conditions of 
our natural environment with the hope of inspiring greater success for 
preservation efforts. I thank each and every one of them. And I hope my 
work can inspire similar acts of conscientiousness and compassion. I make 
my contribution not by documenting what has passed in an attempt to slow 
or stop this process. Instead, my work suggests ways of relating to the 
natural world. It asks people to look closely at what’s outside, what’s 
inside, and how deeply involved in the process we all are. It’s not an 
invitation to get involved, we’re already involved. It’s an invitation to 
clarify our involvement, to reinvigorate our participation, and to empower 
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and celebrate our highly personal and unique contributions to this process. 
Change happens. Do we accept change in ways we don’t want or do we 
work towards change we do want. (“John Paul Caponigro” Conversations 
par. 11) 
 
He simultaneously urges me to make peace with my dying forest and to 

work toward a change I want to see. I wonder what that might look like? As the 

trees go, so too goes the community of beings who depend upon them. How might 

this community be preserved? Should it be? What will come in its place? There is 

much to contemplate as I walk these woods, camera in hand, noting the evolution 

of illness and striving to make something beautiful and lasting out of my sorrow.  
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 REFLECTING 

You become you, the camera, the person you photograph; the same thing 
(Salgado, “The Photographer as Activist” Np). 
 

 

To look deep into a flower and discover a mist enshrouded backlit 

mountaintop is to discover the macrocosm in the microcosm and to know that life 

is expansive and mysterious. To look into a photograph one has made of a 

landscape hidden in a flower is to discover something about the terrain of one’s 

mind and heart and to know the internal landscape, too, is expansive and 

mysterious. To contemplate these landscapes and reflect upon their 

correspondences—the flower to the field, the mind and heart to the flower as well 

as the field, the mist and light to the power of mystery, the self to the cosmos—is 

a joyful obsession made more compelling with a camera, at least for those of us 
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who feel called to this craft and who have a yen for exploring both the apparent 

and hidden dimensions of the natural world.  

The more one photographs with awareness, with the intention to plumb the 

depths of mystery while being as fully present to a place as possible, the greater 

the self-discovery and the more extensive the mystery and wonder of the world. 

“The exterior spectacle helps intimate grandeur unfold,” writes philosopher 

Gaston Bachelard (192). Conversely, and just as true, intimate grandeur makes us 

more pliable and receptive to the wonder and significance of the exterior 

spectacle. “One of the greatest things the arts offers us is a renewed sense of 

wonder, that there is life beyond our established boundaries, and it is all 

miraculous,” reflects John Paul Caponigro (“Craig Stevens” par. 40). His father, 

Paul Caponigro, traces wonder to the moment of conception: “The first and 

foremost influence on any artist,” he muses “is the sperm and the egg. Suddenly 

one becomes a being and that is a mystery. The influence of mystery is the 

greatest influence” (“Paul Caponigro” par. 2). Like the Caponigros, a number of 

other Gelang photographers feel called to explore this mystery and, as Ansel 

Adams expresses it, thus have “a glimmer of an intense spiritual and emotional 

life” (Ansel Adams: Letters 207).  As Adams continues, perhaps the “search is as 

important—or more so—than the realization. I don’t know” (207).  

It is not surprising Adams felt a glimmer of spiritual intensity, embraced 

as he was much of his life by the majestic sublime of Yosemite National Park. My 

journey there last fall reminded me of the visionary dimension of a place where 
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all of the elements conspire to turn the world upside down and inside out. What 

do I mean by this? Take for example several photographs I made while there: 

 

In this first image clouds, water, cliff face, leaves, soil, pines, and rocks all 

coalesce onto a single plane. Where does one begin and the other end? Where is 

up? Where is down? The clouds, normally above, float below. The granite cliffs 

and multi-storied conifers are likewise descending. It is easy to feel a bit 

disoriented here, easy to question the “established boundaries” of which J.P. 

Caponigro spoke.  

Lifting my gaze from the river toward the horizon, I find the mystery 

deepens. I see I occupy a transition zone, one where sky stretches deep into the 

still waters and trees rooted in reflections stretch toward my feet. The granite 

walls tower above me, their mica-flecked surface nearly blinding. 
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In the evening, when my husband and I climb above the valley floor to the 

top of Sentinel Dome, I find this:  
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The land opens into a mighty chasm of light as the breath of the earth mingles 

with the sky’s exhalation. Inspiration meets with my labored respiration. The cliff 

face, reflected earlier in the river, recedes now in lighted mist. I feel dizzy. My 

senses are tricked and it is hard to know where I end and the sky begins. At any 

moment I might plummet to the valley floor below. I take comfort in the tree 

rooted on this precarious edge of splendor. It is possible to be grounded in this 

place of mist and light after all. I note Adams’ thoughts on the resonance of being, 

as experienced in twilight one morning 

The sunrise in the canyon the other morning – a great surge of visual song. 
Before sunrise there was a comet in the clear pre-dawn sky. A beautiful 
thing, but also a bit terrifying to me . . . To me it is a portent of the 
exceptional Something that comes from Somewhere else, Something 
enormous and unexpected. Someday the earth may meet with the 
Exceptional. The comet in the sky, the fossils at my feet; gigantic span of 
distance and gigantic span of time. At such moments I can be transported 
to another resonance of being. (Ansel Adams: Letters 207) 
 
“Our ancestors were far more attuned to the processes of the visionary 

wilderness than we are today, but there are still shamans among us who know 

how to escape the limited world of sight that Plato once called a prison house” 

contemplates Galen Rowell (19). Rowell likens wilderness photography to “wild 

imagery scratched on a rock or described in a trance” and believes some 

photographers belong to the tradition of “chosen ones who see most deeply” (19).  

Of himself, he says, “I am devoting my life to the visionary path because, among 

other things, it has a . . . track record of success in human history” (19). What is 

the success of which he speaks and what is gleaned from the visionary 

photographic path? Gleanings include heightened awareness, self-discovery, self-
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development, and an increased sense of connection with the greater cosmos. They 

also include, as A. Adams says, the fact that “the more of beauty in the mind, the 

more of peace in the spirit” (Ansel Adams: Letters 21), although peace in the spirit 

is not guaranteed. Success includes something J.P. Caponigro describes of his 

own photographic inquiry, that of “an opportunity for communion with and 

expansion into something greater than myself” (“John Paul Caponigro” Q&A par. 

4). For many a seeker, success is communion, e.g., intimate exchange with that 

which is sought. But what indeed can we mean by intimate exchange when the 

subject is a landscape, a rock, lake, cloud, or tree? 

For some Gelang photographers, intimate exchange is experienced as an 

invitation to photograph, one that is predicated on receptivity to exchange with 

the other-than-human. They feel called by the subject to make a photograph and 

maybe even to serve as a vessel to carry its voice forth into human society. Philip 

Hyde describes instances of “brilliantly blooming bushes that demanded to be 

photographed” and canyons that “all seemed to beckon” (142). These may be 

figures of speech, but they nevertheless convey the felt experience of exchange 

between the photographer and the subject. Similarly, speaking of a Redbud tree, 

James Balog says: “its charm grew too strong to resist. One day, I gave in and 

made its portrait” (Tree 82). Frank Gohlke narrates that when he first traveled to 

Mount St. Helens he spent a week circling around the mountain before focusing 

his photographic attention directly upon it. “I didn’t feel I had earned the right to 

get close to it yet,” he muses. “I felt I had to spiral in on it slowly” (159), as 
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though the mountain had first to consent to his presence and his photographic 

intent. Brad Cole, in a conversation with J. P. Caponigro reflects how “the land 

seemed to be influencing me to be the voice for the land. Channeling. However 

you want to put that. I dislike some of these terms” (“Brad Cole” par. 63). 

Caponigro responds 

The new age has laid claim to them [these terms] but they are not new. 
The Greek had muses, who were very popular in the Romantic tradition. 
Paleolithic art shares in a similar impulse, it’s been with us all along. It’s a 
very interesting question to ask, is the work in the service of something 
else, is it personal expression, or is it a strange commingling of the two? 
(“Brad Cole” par. 64) 
 

J. P. Caponigro’s father describes how his favorite photographic moments are 

those where “you might say I was taken in. . . . I have always felt after such 

experiences that there was more than myself involved. It is not chance. It happens 

often. . . . I have no other way to express what I mean, other than to say that more 

than myself was present” (qtd. in “Moments of Grace” 2).  

For Gelang photographers the presence of “more than myself” can assume 

many labels. It might be labeled as spirit or power. “No matter how slow the 

film,” relates Minor White, “spirit always stands still long enough for the 

photograph it has chosen” (Rites and Passages 108). White strives to put his act 

of photographing “at the service of an outside power. So that when I photograph 

an outside (or inside) power may leave its thumbprint” (“Found Photographs” 

309). Others label this experience of a presence “more than myself” as God or the 

Creator. “I believe God speaks to us through his Creation,” conveys Ken Duncan 

when narrating a photographic moment with Uluru, the sandstone formation also 
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known as Ayers Rock in Australia. “How can anyone deny a Creator when they 

are faced with such awesome wonder?” (55). Similarly, Michael Fatali describes 

coming upon a sandstone structure in the American southwest, a “temple of 

stone” that prompted him to “drop to my knees and bow in prayer, grateful to 

witness such incredible beauty and mystery from the Creator. I knew I had 

discovered something which deserved to be represented in all its power and 

glory” (75).  

Alternatively, the presence of “more than myself” might be labeled as a 

grand artist, as Rowell does in this passage 

Life forms shaped by adversity in the rugged mountain environments seem 
to show recognizable brush strokes of the same grand artist. I saw a hidden 
sameness in the curl of an ibex horn, the twisting grain of a timberline 
juniper, the lines of an old Baltic face, and the giant arcs in the path of a 
living glacier. (36) 
 

Finally, the “more than myself” might not be labeled at all. Speaking of the work 

of Wayne Gudmundson, Gohlke writes: “The landscape was clearly something 

that engaged him for reasons he couldn’t entirely identify—probably none of us 

ever can. . . . The connection to the landscape was as intimately and 

unconsciously felt as the pull of gravity” (251). 

 The editors of the photography journal Aperture 150, a volume dedicated 

to “moments of grace” in the American landscape, point out how photographers 

speak of key times when an image of lasting meaning and revelation comes into 

being. These moments, although “evoked by time and place,” the editors assert, 

“nevertheless transcend the immediate and the personal, bringing to light a 



 
 
162 

timeless and universal awareness which previously may have been only a dim 

shadow” (2). Such moments, they claim, are “not necessarily confined to the 

religious” (2). They may be experienced as awareness of the greater whole or 

could simply be a matter of being in the right place at the right time and being 

receptive enough to recognize the significance of a moment of exchange. Balog 

believes such moments are a matter of fate. “Only the pictures that are meant to 

be come into existence,” he writes. “How fate decides such things is impossible to 

know” (Tree 120). He further reflects when discussing a particular photograph, “it 

seemed as if the image already existed and was just waiting for us to come along 

and record it” (151). Of course, the image exists for Balog because he can 

recognize the value of the exchange.  

Balog, and the other Gelang photographers mentioned above, could be 

said to be engaged in an act of “re-enchantment of the world,” which James 

Elkins describes as “a phrase that has been used since Max Weber to name the 

way transcendence seems to exist quietly and tentatively, far from the trumpets of 

religion or the heavy machinery of symbolism” (84).  These moments of grace 

and enchantment, of wonder and mystery, experienced far from said trumpets and 

machinery have happened for me not only in such obviously transformational 

places as Yosemite, but rather more surprisingly on the shores of the humble and 

oft-smelly bayside wastewater treatment ponds of the Las Gallinas Valley 

Sanitary District. This is a place where many diverse species of bird, from Great 

Herons to Northern Pintails, spend either summers or winters resting and nesting. 
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Here, walking around these ponds with camera in hand and looking out across 

miles of marshland to power poles in one direction, suburbia and Mt. Tamalpais 

in another, farmland in another, and, on clear days, the Chevron Richmond 

Refinery across the bay in another, I experience the photographic act as one that 

Paul Caponigro describes as “meditation in action” (“Paul Caponigro” 

Conversation par. 26). These are moments when, whether with a human 

companion or alone, I experience a deep stillness, receptivity and silence within 

me, a silence from which, as Minor White says, “we are given to see from a 

sacred place” (Rites and Passages N Pag.). From silence, he continues, “the 

sacredness of everything [emphasis added] can be seen” (N Pag.) 

Meditation in action can be understood as a state of mind where one is 

open to exchange, a kind of ‘being in the world’ that seeks to understand the 

essence of what is perceived and to let go of cultural constructs and preconceived 

ideas as much as possible in order to be fully present to the place. P. Caponigro 

describes his photographic practice as one of reversing culture’s influences. He 

writes, “I strive to undo my reactions to civilization’s syncopated demands and 

hope that inner peace, quiet, and lack of concern for specific results may enable a 

stance of gratitude and balance—a receptiveness that will allow the participation 

of grace” (qtd. in Garner, Disappearing Witness 14). Gretchen Garner classifies 

this kind of attention as “spontaneous witness,” which she defines as “more than 

an aesthetic position [but] . . . a way of being in the world, with a quality of 

attention all its own, that might even be termed a metaphysical path” 
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(Disappearing Witness 5). She describes how this includes “an open-ended 

ambivalence” and “a belief that one can penetrate the moment and uncover a 

mystery . . . one goes out into the world knowing only vaguely what will happen” 

(Disappearing Witness 10).  

Garner theorizes that this approach to photography was central from the 

1920s – 1970s but was eventually replaced by a more conceptual and intellectual 

approach to the medium, which has dominated ever since. This may be 

particularly true in other genres of photography. However, many of the landscape 

photographers addressed throughout this work, no matter their era, speak of an 

intention to be fully present wherever they are and to be open therefore to the 

communicative possibilities of the land. Likely, contemporary photographers are 

especially inspired by the early-mid twentieth century photographers A. Adams, 

Weston, and White, who remain quintessential exemplars of the spontaneous 

witness approach. For example, in the “f.64 Artist’s Statement for Museum of 

Fine Arts” Weston describes how he and the other members of f.64 start the 

photographic process without any preconceived ideas; the camera fixes the 

conception instead (53). Weston describes looking intently and discovering 

something of beauty and lasting significance. Like Caponigro and A. Adams, he 

attempts to turn from civilization’s influence in order to see more clearly the fact 

of nature and “the fundamental reality of things” (53). Weston continues, “In a 

civilization severed from its roots in the soil, —cluttered with nonessentials, 

blinded by abortive desires, the camera can be a way of self-development, a 
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means to rediscover and identify oneself with all manifestations of basic form,—

with nature, the source” (53). A photograph made in this spirit is, he then claims, 

a “revelation,—an absolute, impersonal recognition of the significance of facts” 

(53). Self-development is not to be confused with self-expression, though, which 

as he further suggests is “an egotistical approach, a willful distortion, resulting in 

an over or understatement” (53). Self-development is instead an expansion of the 

limited ego-mind into the greater reality, a visionary experience. 

Both Caponigro’s idea of meditation in action and Weston’s idea of self-

development spring from a “contemplative frame of mind,” which photographer 

and art professor Stuart Richmond says includes receptiveness as well as 

detachment. “In order to attend fully to the being of something outside of 

ourselves, to lose ourselves in the very experience of it so to speak,” he writes, 

“we need to let go of selfish desires” (83). However, he cautions, this is not 

necessarily a state of transcendence, but rather simply a grounded “willingness to 

attend to something for its own sake . . . which involves being fully present to a 

given moment with an open awareness” (83).  

I note how every time I visit the sanitary district it is never the same place. 

Every time I visit I notice something new. It changes with my level of awareness 

as well as my mood and the land’s mood. A. Adams remarks on the changeability 

of the subject: “I have photographed Half Dome innumerable times,” he exclaims, 

“but it is never the same Half Dome, never the same light or the same mood. . . . 

[there are] endless variations of lighting and sky situations and seasonal 
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characteristics” (Examples: The Making 135).  These endless variations can cast a 

magical spell on landscape, as Balog describes of walking in the woods 

Magic seems to lie around every meander in my trail. Magic in the 
unending discovery of new forms of natural aesthetics and grace. Magic in 
the bird-twittering dawn and the hushed twilight. Magic in the personality 
of substance that is supposedly mute and insensible. (A Fine Obsession 48) 
 

Balog’s feeling is similar to that of photographer Michael Jackson who 

concentrates his photographic vision almost exclusively upon one particular 

beach. By focusing on one place day after day, he says, he is increasingly drawn 

to the complexity and mystery of the universe 

The beach has infinite complexity—it is constantly changing. Why would I 
ever tire of trying to understand and record the infinite? . . . The beach 
always changes—everything in the universe changes, but the beach does so 
in a human’s time scale, giving us the opportunity to return to it and catch 
the tiniest glimpse of what it is doing—what the world is up to. (par. 1) 
 
 

The sanitary district, too, displays infinite complexity as well as numerous moods: 
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I experience this humble place as sacred; it is, for me, a spiritual landscape despite 

its purpose, of which this sign reminds me: 
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How can I experience both Yosemite and the sanitary district, two very 

different landscapes, as spiritual landscapes? How can both equate to a vision 

quest? Art critic Lucy Lippard provides one answer, reflecting the insights of 

many Gelang photographers 

I understand the spiritual as a way of living the ordinary while sensing the 
extraordinary. The spiritual landscape is part of the one we live in and also 
lies beyond it. . . . The vision quest is a journey through the outer 
landscape to find the inner landscape, which in turn reveals the path to 
take when returning to the outer landscape. Photographer, child of light, 
lends itself to such evocations. (61) 
 
Despite this insight, Lippard remains highly critical of landscape 

photography, especially when it arises through intentional soul-searching. She 

believes it to be a highly androcentric form of spirituality, one “looking less to 

‘nature’ itself than to ancient human responses to it that offer some guidelines, 

or lifelines, to the lost unbeliever” (61). She may have a point, but as a woman 

I am not so sure. My experience of the landscape is very much akin to that of 

these men. I also note how difficult it is to distinguish “nature” from “human 

response.” We can only experience the exterior landscape through our 

consciousness and our visceral, sensory inputs. Yet some of us experience land 

as what Bachelard refers to as topophilia, “the space we love” which includes 

“felicitous space” and “eulogized space” (xxxv). Bachelard theorizes that a 

“space that has been seized upon by the imagination cannot remain indifferent 

space subject to the measure and estimates of the surveyor.” Instead, he 

continues, this space has “nearly always exercises an attraction. For it 

concentrates being within the limits that protect” (xxxvi). I understand him to 
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mean that our love of a place is so overwhelming an attraction that we cannot 

help but have an imaginative response, e.g. make an image of it. Bachelard 

contrasts this poetic imaginative response with rationalism and scientific 

thinking. In the poetic imagination, he writes, “the cultural past doesn’t count . 

. . one must be receptive, receptive to the image as it appears” (xv). “The 

poetic image,” he continues, “is a sudden silence on the surface of the psyche” 

(xv). Of course, the land upon which the image is based inspires the silence. 

James Baker Hall, Minor White’s biographer, relays how Alfred 

Stieglitz, Whites’ mentor, said that because White had experienced being in 

love he therefore could photograph (Rites and Passages). A poetic passage 

from White’s diary captures the rapture he experienced for love of both land 

and another human 

Do you remember the night we climbed out on a rock in Hurricane Creek? 
There was a fragrant moon and the water coursed by with inexhaustible 
fervor, cold and clear and full of white, lapping at the low sweeping pine 
boughs and often dragging them under. In the uncertain light you 
remember that eerie spirit came eddying up the stream and caught up the 
white stuff of our souls in its whirlpool of air, and the three of us ascended 
the stream to the high valleys above where snow lay beneath the scattered 
trees and lined the waterfalls, and where we ascended the air over the 
peaks like a thick white flame so in love with the world it danced and 
danced out of sight? ? . . . Now do you remember the kiss that broke one 
spell with another? (Rites and Passages 46) 
 
Hall distills White’s approach to photography as this: “The essence of 

what he was saying is this: that the profane is also sacred, that the Creation is 

being reenacted every moment everywhere, and that salvation lies in the exacting 
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task of keeping those facts alive in one’s daily life” (qtd. in White, Rites and 

Passages 19). 

Contemplation of nature, write Jussim and Lindquist-Cock, “serves to 

console, divert, to offer a realm apart from human struggle, something holy and 

untouchable except through poetic rapport” (141). I reflect on my experience of 

the sanitary district. Are the wastewater treatment ponds natural or solely human 

artifice? Are they a realm apart? These ponds, made by humans, serve human 

needs and lie on the edge of a large community; they also serve the needs of many 

species of plants and birds as well as the coyotes, foxes and various raptors who 

feed upon them. Is my silent contemplation of these ponds a diversion and a 

consolation? Yes. I walk here at leisure in the evenings after work to unwind and 

to forget about the dramas unfolding there. Yet, this place is hardly a world apart 

from human struggle, for it serves as the liver and kidneys of our community. I 

am comforted here and am aware of this landscape’s sacred dimension, despite its 

seemingly “unholy” function. Perhaps my experience is akin to John Sexton’s 

experience of dams, power plants, and the space shuttle manufacturing plant, as 

mentioned in an earlier chapter. In contemplating these various structures he 

recognizes the underlying essence of creativity, the timeless and inventive spirit 

behind all manifested forms, whether that spirit arises through human, bird, plant, 

wind or some unnamable immaterial energy.  

How do we recognize this spirit moving through all forms? Paul 

Caponigro, whose work has been likened to visual poetry by photographer 
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Virginia Khuri, provides one answer. “Keep alive the fact that a mystery has 

come into existence,” he advises, “and that a physical being serves as a house for 

this mystery” (“Paul Caponigro” Conversation par. 2). Khuri, who participated in 

one of his workshops, writes of the kind of attention necessary to experience this 

mystery, as taught by Caponigro 

I have been drawn to the idea that the living spirit of things, of even dense 
stone, may be somehow revealed, through a photograph, but this involves 
more than a literal seeing. Caponigro speaks of ‘seeing’ which is not done 
with eyes alone, but also with the heart in conscious, contemplative 
seeking to ‘see’, and to know. In such a poetic vision, pursued over a 
lifetime, his images demonstrate through modern day alchemy that a 
photograph can combine literal seeing with a more intuitive approach, thus 
nourishing the power of our imaginations to draw us into more profound 
meaning. (par. 14) 
 
To be open and receptive to the mystery that lies within both the interior 

and exterior landscapes, to pay close attention to how they merge and diverge, 

intersect and parallel, shape and are shaped by one another is to be in a state of 

what art philosopher Paul Crowther refers to as “two-foldness” (29), an awareness 

of the relationship between the conscious self and the surround. The camera often 

acts as a two-way mirror, exposing both the internal and external landscapes and 

revealing some dimension of the fact of our being or presence. As Sebastião 

Salgado says of photography, “You are a parabola, you come inside; you travel 

with; and the way that you travel is with pictures. . . . You must be inside and you 

must be happy to be inside” (“The Photographer as Activist” Np). Declan O’Neill 

expresses it this way, “in that moment of holding a camera to our eye we seek to 

find the truth about ourselves and the relationship we have with the overall world 
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that surrounds us” (44). That relationship may be one of connection or alienation. 

It may vary from day to day and place to place. At any given time and in any 

given place the relationship shifts since both the internal and external landscapes 

are in flux and each of us has our own moods.  

To go one step further and experience a merging of the internal and 

external worlds—of “intimate space” with “exterior space”—is to experience 

what Bachelard refers to as “space-blend” (201). Space-blend, Bachelard asserts, 

is “communion with the universe,” and he defines universe as “the invisible space 

that . . . surrounds [the human being] with countless presences” (203). Referring 

to the ideas of Rainer Maria Rilke, Bachelard states communion with this 

surround of countless presences requires “unlimited solitude that makes a lifetime 

of each day” (203).  

Landscape photography can indeed by a solitary and lonely path, as A. 

Adams indicates 

I have learned to take nourishment from loneliness . . . I used to worry 
about what people said and felt about my work. I do so no longer because 
I know I am closer to some respects of reality than most. The 
responsibility lies heavy with me. (Ansel Adams: Letters 207) 
 

It is not a surprise, therefore, that Trappist Monk Thomas Merton turned late in 

his life to photography. In fact, he took up photographic practice when he went 

into permanent solitary retreat (Richter). Previously critical of photography, 

Merton began to appreciate its awareness-heightening qualities, for “reminding 

me” he says, “of things I have overlooked, and cooperating in the creation of new 

worlds” (qtd. in Richter 195). Philip Richter notes how Merton “had a mystical, 
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poetic spirituality, a ‘sense of total kinship’ with nature, ‘as if that nature were 

nothing but love’” (as qtd. Richter 201). This reflects the experience of A. Adams, 

who reminds us: “the soul hungers for expression and ceaselessly strives for an 

understanding of all that comprises the cosmos” (Ansel Adams: Letters 21). 

Photographer Jan Phillips, who trained as a novice in a convent in her 

early twenties but who did not remain there, describes her experience of 

photography as pure presence. She distinguishes the desire for public recognition 

from the direct experience of the photographic act, which she terms the “real 

thing” 

The real thing is that sweet joy you feel when you’re in the midst of it. 
The real thing is how present you are to life when you’re working, as 
attuned to the light as the lion is to the scent; a hawk to a movement in the 
meadow below. The real thing about photography is that it brings you 
home to yourself, connects you to those things that fulfill your deepest 
longings. (77) 
 
J.P. Caponigro also synthesizes the value of reflective photographic 

practice, mirroring and expanding upon the insights of Weston 

When I make images I looking for revelation [sic]. I want to be changed 
by my work. I don’t think we talk enough about how what we create 
influences our lives. While our work is a reflection of us, doing the work 
also changes who we are. The first stance treats work as a symptom of a 
condition. The second stance suggests we have a choice in what we do and 
what we become. I want to open my eyes again and again. I want to 
consider issues that matter deeply to me. I’m a human being so it’s likely 
that the issues that matter to me will matter to other people. I’m as 
surprised by my work as anybody. . . . Images have dimensions that words 
cannot describe, just as the world has dimensions our images can’t 
describe. (“John Paul Caponigro” Conversations par. 43) 
 
For those inclined to explore the interior landscape as ardently as the 

exterior landscape, photography provides a highly reflective surface. It heightens 
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our awareness, increases our exchange with the other-than-human, and as with all 

experiences of love it calls us to the things of this world, to borrow a phrase from 

St. Augustine. 
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BELONGING 

 

My goal throughout this work has been to demonstrate that the practice of 

Gelang photography, a photography of belonging, is highly transformative for the 

individual practitioner and leads to increasing levels of awareness and knowledge 

about the self, the self-in-relation, and the land and those who reside there. As 

such, it is my contention that this practice represents a viable and valuable means 

of achieving conscious, embodied relations with the land and thus can inform 

inquiries into how better to relate to the landscapes/places in which we are 

enmeshed and embedded. Gelang photography crosses normally segregated areas 

of landscape and nature photographic genres, uniting photographers who focus on 

wilderness and parklands with those who focus on industrial waste landscapes, 

farmlands, and suburban margins as well as those who focus on the more intimate 

dimensions of nature such as flora and fauna. By doing so, it helps us to move 
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beyond debates about what types of ecological environments or kinds of species 

are more worthy of our care and attention and focuses instead on the values and 

ethics we all might hope to adopt if we wish to engage in respectful relations with 

the other-than-human beings with whom we shape and co-create this world. 

What is a photography of belonging? The various meanings of Gelang 

help inform the approach: to go along with, be dependent upon, be present in, be 

attainable from, to belong to. These can be further clarified. To go along implies 

approaching in a like manner, going together with and assenting to. It means 

being in sync, remaining adaptable, flexible, sympathetic, and companionable. It 

implies a partnership and a need for cooperation. It values affinity and affiliation. 

To be dependent upon means recognizing one’s vulnerability and limitations, 

approaching with a sense humility, recognizing the influence of another and 

feeling grateful for their influence and aid. Presence implies being fully alive to a 

place, aware, available, accessible, open, embodied, and pliable. It means 

remaining for the duration and maintaining a sustained attention. To be attainable 

from means to be realized through, reaped through, acquired through, and 

endowed by and, accordingly, Gelang is a practice that fully acknowledges the 

fact that landscape/nature provides the grounds for knowledge and self-

development. To belong to something is to submit to the power of another. In the 

case of the Gelang photographer, to belong is to submit to spirit of life that 

animates and sustains all of nature, however we wish to define that spirit. 

Altogether, belonging is relational, adaptable, and accordant.  
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With this in mind, then, when we talk about Gelang photographers we are 

talking about a highly aware and reflective group of individuals whose 

photographic practice is thoughtful, conscientious, respectful, and contemplative. 

Gelang photographers value and respect the other-than-human beings, forces and 

materials that together with humans shape landscapes and comprise the natural 

world. They seek knowledge, intimacy, and connection and wish to learn from 

nonhumans and humans alike rather than to dominate and exploit them. They are 

open to self-discovery and are committed to self-development.  

We are talking about photographic inquiry grounded in ethics and framed 

by wisdom, where the intention is to make lasting and significant photographs 

that call attention to what is healthy and whole or what is sick and broken in the 

places we inhabit as well as the places we have set aside for the primary benefit of 

nonhuman species. These include places loved or unloved, ordinary or exotic, 

attractive or homely, preserved or abused. We are talking about bodies of work 

that are subject-affirming, life-affirming, and community-affirming, where 

community is understood to include both humans and nonhumans who together 

form a web of relations of which we all are a part. 

As with any practice undertaken with serious intent, outdoor photography 

transforms the practitioner, allowing new knowledge to arise. As such, it also 

carries with it the potential to transform others. Because significant observational 

and immersive time spent in a particular area often leads to increased knowledge 

of the land, its processes and the life within it, photographs carry the potential to 



 
 
178 

expand social environmental knowledge. Since the photographer often 

experiences a connection to life as well as either joy or sorrow in witnessing the 

growth or destruction of life, the photograph carries within it the potential to bring 

joy or deep reflection to others. And since photographic practice, like any art 

practice, also “mines a seam in our conscious and unconscious” (O’Neill 8) it 

often leads the photographer to increased self-awareness, increased affirmation of 

life, and possibly even spiritual transformation. Photographs made with such 

awareness have the potential to induce a similar experience in the viewer.  

This is a photographic practice that seeks not to take but to make; seeks 

not to seize and claim but to gather and reciprocate. This is a holistic and healthy 

intention. However, it is unlikely that the above description applies fully to any 

one photographer and it is also clear that, as with any practice, intentions no 

matter how noble are rarely fully achieved. It can be expected that Gelang 

photographers will intentionally or unwittingly participate in many of the less 

savory dimensions of landscape and nature photography at some point or another. 

For instance, there is great temptation to compromise values when under tight 

deadlines or our incomes are low. Rushing around, we may begin to objectify the 

subject and may trample and trod unconsciously upon one bit of the landscape in 

order to get the spot we have been commissioned to focus upon or believe will 

create a saleable image. This invites us to slow down. Or, we may compromise 

our self-discipline when our lives are complicated, forgetting to approach the land 

as a subject capable of eliciting reciprocal exchange. This invites us to focus and 
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let go. Or we compromise our sense of humility as we become better known, 

getting drawn into a human-constructed world so far removed from the other-

than-human that we forget the land is alive and has agency and that our lives and 

our art are utterly and completely dependent upon this community of beings. This 

invites us to temper our egos. 

Those in the academic community who have raised concerns about 

landscape and nature photography have done so for good reason. Photographers 

have raised similar concerns and debated similar issues. Broadly and in general, 

landscape and nature photographers are indeed deserving of such labels as rugged 

individual and frontiersman (Cronon) or an acutely individualized I (Sontag), for 

we tend to be solitary, remote and pleasure-seeking (Welling) and we often prefer 

the company of plants or animals to that of humans and a starlit sky to a neon-lit 

sky. As a whole we are adventurers and explorers intrigued by the margins, 

enchanted by details, full of wonder, entranced by beauty, and willing to subject 

ourselves to great discomfort in order to touch the edge of mystery. Our desire to 

photograph indeed represents a need to find our place in the world and sometimes 

we may relate to it with a certain detachment or with a desire to partially master it 

(Sontag). We can easily get caught up in the trophy hunt (Bower; Dunaway) and 

we can certainly inflame tourist passions and cater to tourist desires (Mitchell), 

even if that is not our primary motivation. 

There is also strong evidence to suggest that opportunism and lack of 

ethics is problematic in the world of “big business” landscape and nature imagery 
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(Hope). The production and consumption of nature and landscape imagery, where 

“nature” is frequently presented in idealized visualizations, could indeed be 

counter-productive to informing the public about the real plight of the ecosystems 

(Welling). Some photographic communities, however, such as the Nature 

Photographers Network, tackle these concerns head on. Members of these 

communities care deeply about the environments wherein they photograph and 

they frequently debate how best to interact with the other-than-human and how 

best to pursue photography as connective experience rather than as a trophy hunt. 

And while many of their images, and those of others, are indeed “tarted-up” 

(Millet)—something that includes artistically rendered and heavily saturated with 

color—this aesthetic has more to do with what appeals to a purchasing audience, 

both individuals and organizations, as well as to the conventions of the time. This 

aesthetic may belie the photographer’s concern for the health of the land and her 

sense of very real connection with the other-than-humans who shape it. The same 

urge to “tart up” an image exists for those whose work falls into the category of 

the toxic sublime, which is hardly idealized nature. Landscape images of 

industrial waste, such as those by Edward Burtynsky, are stunningly beautiful, 

formally ideal artistic compositions. A related but opposite issue is that although 

art critics and museums might especially appreciate the plain, unaffected style of 

those who work falls into new topographic, such as that of Robert Adams and 

Robert Misrach, their work has limited appeal in the broader population. This 

reduces their reach and ability to sway the American public. All of these issues 
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make the domain of landscape and nature photography complex indeed and 

present major challenges to the Gelang photographer. 

Yet, as the photographers included in this work demonstrate, it is possible 

to approach both the land and photographic practice responsibly, wisely, and with 

a desire for genuine connection and communication. Doing so opens one up to a 

whole world of relationships and transformative possibilities, as delineated in the 

previous chapters. The meaning the photographer draws from her experience, the 

productive knowledge that arises from her inquiry, and the wisdom she garners in 

the process of journeying within a place might vary according to each particular 

experience and might shift according to motivation, intent, mood, or feeling. 

Nevertheless, each immersion in the field can lead to increased ecological 

knowledge; expanded understanding of the relationship between human action 

and environmental response; heightened awareness of cyclical changes and 

patterns of weather; a better understanding of oneself in relation to others, human 

and other-than-human; a sense of connection with the Cosmos; and an increased 

respect for all of life. While none of these is guaranteed, nevertheless every 

experience in the field offers a possibility for connection and an affirmation of the 

value of life.  

As is common practice, I would like to end by suggesting possible 

avenues for future research. There is great merit in continued examination and 

analysis of the extant literature of first person accounts of photographers, not only 

to further clarify and categorize the desires and values that guide photographic 
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practice but also to better assess the role of the photographer in society. Any one 

of us, photographer or no, to one degree or another aids and abets power 

structures, nationalism, imperialism, and colonization (Bower; Giblett and 

Tolonen; Mitchell; Sontag). We are all similarly enmeshed in a cultural milieu 

and participate in its construction, even though some of us try our best to lead 

authentic, self-determined lives and to create new cultural memes and possibilities 

or to return to traditional ways of knowing and living. Similarly all of our 

“works,” from those of an accountant to a teacher to a photographer reveal to one 

extent or another the philosophical, political, economic and social influences of 

our own given era (Bright; Wells). Thus, it would be valuable to look extensively 

into the journals and writings of photographers to ascertain how each has 

personally grappled with and possibly overcome such influences no matter the 

era. 

Likewise, since the role of the photograph in shaping public perceptions, 

attitudes and behaviors is so critical, it would also be valuable to explore how a 

photograph (or any visual image) initiates imagination in a viewer. Concerns 

about how landscape and nature imagery reinforces wilderness as spectacle and 

the domestication of the sublime (Cronon), presents an Eden under glass 

(Dunaway), limits landscape to landscope (DeLue and Elkins), reinforces 

human/nature dichotomies (Bright; Cronon; DeLue and Elkins; Jussim and 

Lindquist-Cock), and perpetuates Ecoporn (Chianese; Millet; Welling) all point as 

much to the ignorance of an audience as to the communicative potential of a 
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photograph or the stance of the photographer. That is, if an audience, unlike the 

photographer, does not have any direct experience of a particular environment, 

has not been inclined to methodically and carefully observe the environment they 

are in, or has not been trained in environmental issues and has only ever 

encountered the more-than-human as a snapshot tourist, then that audience is 

more likely to fantasize about landscape/nature and to construct an artificial ideal 

that matches their already held ideological perspectives. Whatever images they 

view might only reinforce their misinformed stereotypes. It would be highly 

valuable to ascertain whether or not this is true, as Gelang photographers in 

particular feel a great sense of responsibility for what they create and are deeply 

concerned about what values the perpetuate. They wish to invite others to develop 

their own authentic relationship with land, whether that land is a backyard, an 

empty lot, a local park, or countywide open space. They do not want their work to 

further sever the connective bond between humans and nonhuman-others or to 

sanction unconscious behaviors that disregard or violate the more-than-human 

community. 
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