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ABSTRACT

Em p i re, com prising of ph o togra phy,

s c u l ptu re and site - s pecific install a ti on , ex p l ores a new

percepti on on the city. By attem pting to provi de

tra n s form a tive vi ews of the space of the city, this work

h opes to initi a te a new vi ewing and con tem p l a ti on on

h ow we nego ti a te the city and the space within it.

The sculptu ral form of Em p i re is a modell ed city

cons tru cted of s m a ll and simplified “building bl ock s”

wh i ch wi ll attem pt to vi sualise and repre s ent a phys i c a l

s ense of the city. Within this porti on of the work , t h e

s ense of scale is redu ced , a ll owing for a cl o s e - u p, det a i l ed

s tu dy of h ow the space of the city has ex p a n ded and has

bro ken aw ay from the city - co u n trys i de dich o tomy. As the

“m i c ro,” it permits the qu e s ti oning on how the space of

the city is vi ewed and mapped .

The site - s pecific aspect of Em p i re is the install a ti on of a

bi ll boa rd along the Pri n ces Hi ghw ay (city - bo u n d ) , m ade

po s s i ble with the gen erous assistance from Au s tra l i a n

Po s ters . The bi ll boa rd , wh i ch is of the image of t h e

m odell ed c i ty, proposes another vi ew of the space of t h e

c i ty to those who travel tow a rds the Syd n ey Cen tra l

Business Di s tri ct (CBD). As the “m ac ro” vi ew, it all ows

the everyd ay city dwell er / com muter to ref l ect and pon der

the city in wh i ch they inhabi t .
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Bet ween these two aspects of Em p i re, the sense of scale is

d i s p l aced and hen ce the bo u n d a ry bet ween the micro and

the mac ro becomes dy n a m i c . In the vi ewer ’s en ga gem en t

with the scale and detail of the work s , what is reve a l ed is

an inti m a te rel a ti onship a su bj ect has with the city. It is

s om ewh ere bet ween these two aspects of E m p i re that a

t h i rd form is ex pre s s ed . The po ten tial of a journ ey

bet ween the two sites all ows the vi ewer to be able to

n ego ti a te and con tem p l a te the “l i fe - s i ze” s p ace of the city

while travelling or ex i s ting within su ch a space . Th i s

ex peri en tial journ ey bet ween the two site s , by navi ga ti n g

t h ro u gh Syd n ey to vi ew and con sume the work in its

en ti rety is perhaps the true natu re of Em p i re. It is in the

acc u mu l a tive ef fect that the mom ent of en ch a n tm ent can

be sincerely felt and ex peri en ced .
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INTRODUCTION

This re s e a rch is abo ut the city.

It is about locating the “city”and being able to consider and

l ook upon the space of the city with “n ew eye s .” As

inhabitants of the c i ty, we have , for too lon g, travers ed i t s

s p ace , con s i deri n g on ly our de s ti n a ti on and the manner

in wh i ch we can arrive in the shortest po s s i ble ti m e . Th i s

body of work ex p l ores a new percepti on of the city,

provi d i n g tra n s form a tive vi ews on how we nego ti a te

su ch an urban space . Just as the Ex pre s s i onists inven ted

n ew painting styles and tech n i qu e s to ex press their vi s i on

of Ni n eteenth Cen tu ry life , the new con tem pora ry city –



wh i ch this paper wi ll argue no lon ger con forms to past

def i n i ti ons – requ i res a new reform ed vi sual voc a bu l a ry.

Us ed as a noun, “em p i re” is def i n ed as a unit havi n g

an ex ten s ive terri tory or com pri s ed of a nu m ber of

terri tories or nati on s , and ru l ed by a single su prem e

a ut h ori ty. An example that spri n gs to mind is the Bri ti s h

E m p i re : it was made up of a group of co u n tries that were

a ll govern ed by the aut h ori ty of Q u een Vi ctori a . The term

“em p i re” also con ju res up the rom a n ticism of co l on i a l i s m

and po s t - co l on i a l i s m , but here as part of my re s e a rch ,

Em p i re is not to be re ad as su ch . The term “em p i re”

uti l i s ed here is meant as a qu a n ti f i a ble and co u n t a bl e

u n i t , a m e a su re of con c rete arch i tectu ral loc a ti on s ,

physical terri tori e s and site s .

Within my re s e a rch , Em p i re is a body of work that is

com pri s ed of a couple of “s t a te s ,” and is scattered ac ross a

few loc a ti ons in Syd n ey Au s tra l i a . The pri m a ry outcom e

of this re s e a rch is an install a ti on of a ph o togra phic image

of a modell ed city, d i s p l ayed on a com m ercial bi ll boa rd

a l ong the Pri n ces Hi ghw ay in Syd n ey (made po s s i ble by

Au s tralian Po s ters ) . In con ju n cti on with this is an

ex h i bi ti on of the actual modell ed city within an urb a n

ga ll ery space : P h a t s p ace in Darl i n ghu rs t . The work of fers

the po ten tial of a journ ey bet ween the two sites – or

s i mp ly the vi ewing of the bi ll boa rd site en ro ute to the
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CBD – all owing the vi ewer the opportu n i ty to be able to

n ego ti a te and con tem p l a te the space of the city wh i l e

travelling to or ex i s ting within su ch a space .

Em p i re is an attem pt at providing tra n s form a tive vi ews of

a high - den s i ty urban landscape . The modell ed city and

the bi ll boa rd wi ll attem pt to vi sualise and repre s ent a

s ense of the city. Within the work , the sense of scale is

d i s p l ayed and qu e s ti on ed , the “c i ty ” is vi ewed and

ex perien ced as micro (the model s ) , the mac ro (the

bi llboa rd) and the life - s i ze (travelling within the city to

visit the two sites that make up the ex h i bi ti on ) . The work

is not meant to be seen as cri ticism on urban livi n g ; it is,

h owever, a bo ut being able to re - ex peri en ce the city, to

a ll ow the every - d ay city dwell er to ref l ect and pon der –

to find a sense of won der in the everyd ay.

S tru ctu ra lly, it is my inten ti on to ch ron i cle theories in an

a utobi ogra phical manner, m a pping out initial ideas and

h ow those ideas shift, veer and of ten devel op. Th ro u gh o ut

this unfolding proce s s , I have woven in the evo luti on of

i deas su pporting the work itsel f , a ll owing a space for a

deeper insight into the theoretical and vi su a l con cern s

that I have been ex p l ori n g. Both the paper and the body

of work draw upon an ex ten s ive pool of re s e a rch ,

i n clu ding Ma rc Au g é , G a s ton Bach el a rd , Rem Koo l h a a s

and the Xaveer De Geyter arch i tect s . I also look at the art
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practi ces of Ca llum Morton and Gabri ele Ba s i l i co,

con s i dering specific works – Ha bi t a t and Berl i n re s pectively

– and how they have inform ed Em p i re. My landscape of

Em p i re is a produ ct of an inform ed imagi n a ti on ; t h e

m odell ed city is com p l etely ficti onal ra t h er than bei n g

repre s en t a ti onal of an ex i s ting or specific place .

The paper begins with establishing what a landscape – and

l a n d s c a pe ph o togra phy – is and could po ten ti a lly repre s en t

in the wake of gl ob a l i s a ti on , the Twen ty First Cen tu ry and

the second wave of m odern i ty.1 It then proceeds to introdu ce

the idea of the “c i ty,” h ow it was ori gi n a lly def i n ed and

what it has come to phys i c a lly repre s en t . It is within this

s ecti on that I look at how the city has been repre s en ted in

va rious art practi ce s , p a rti c u l a rly the ph o togra ph i c . Th e

con d i ti oning of h ow to re ad the space of a city from the

diverse employment of photography, from satellite imaging

to con tem pora ry urban ph o togra phy is also introdu ced .

The paper then proceeds to introdu ce the work of Em p i re,

ch a rting its met h odo l ogy and devel opm en t , as ex pre s s ed

t h ro u gh the first pers on . It is thro u gh the first pers on that

the re ader is able to understand how I deal with the

process and the cathartic natu re of the work – how it

propel s me to recon s i der my own rel a ti onship wi t h

the c i ty around me, ren ego ti a ting my own place in

this s p ace . The theory of Au g é ’s n o n - l i eu x ( n on place )
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is also introdu ced at this poi n t , su pporting the

tra n s form a ti on of the con cepti on of the city.2

Th ro u gh o ut this paper and the body of work that is

Em p i re, I am hoping to ex press my own rel a ti onship wi t h

the city space , my own sense of won der and ref l ecti on of

what has po s s i bly become my “p i ctu re s qu e” l a n d s c a pe

for a new age .
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DEFINING THE LANDSCAPE AND THE PICTURESQUE3

Men ti on the word “l a n d s c a pe”

and the imagery that becomes assoc i a ted with it is on e

of p a s toral scen ery and ga rden planti n g. It is as if t h e

trad i ti onal l a n d s c a pe image is one of i n erti a , p a s s iven e s s ,

a rom a n ti c i s ed anti qu a ted med iu m . According to Ja m e s

Corn er in Re covering La n d sc a pe, the landscape :

...typically viewed as the soothing antithesis to the placeless frenzy of technological
urban life; few would share the view that the co n te m p o rary metropolis can be
co n st r u c ted as a landscape... or find it easy to imagine landscape other than the
p a sto ral and the gard e n e s q u e .4

The ga rden e s qu e , the pastora l : n a tu re , the natu ra l , t h e

trad i ti onal norm .



But this is not my l a n d s c a pe . My landscape is not

ga rden e s qu e , n or would it even be con s i dered pictu re s qu e

(unless you have a preferen ce for tarm ac over gra s s ) . My

l a n d s c a pe is not an An s el Adams pri n t . “ L a n d s c a pe” as I

k n ow it, is not of c a s c ading waterf a lls and deep ravi n e s ,

and nei t h er is it of m a j e s tic mountains and qu i et va ll eys .

The “l a n d s c a pe” that I have been bro u ght to know and

u n derstand is a com p l ex melding and po ten tial disson a n ce

of con c rete , gl a s s , m etal and data, one of bu r geon i n g

s kys c ra pers that bl ock out the sun and cast long shadows .

One that is more concrete and steel than of hills and valleys.

I grew up in Singapore, an island paradise, if your idea of an

island paradise is one of extensive underground networks

of s h opping malls and hotel s . Th ere is nothing rem o tely

rem i n i s cent of a natu ral “p a rad i s e” in Si n ga pore . Le a f y

ga rdens and beckoning palms trees are on ly found in the

p a ges of travel brochu re s , the foyers of ex pen s ive 5-star

h o tels and the Na ti onal Botanical Garden s .(See Plate 1)

Every hill on the island has since been bu ll dozed and

f l a t ten ed to allow for the rapid development of the country.

E ach high - ri s e , h i gh - den s i ty housing estate is torn down

in less than thirty ye a rs after being built to make way for

yet a high er and den s er housing estate . I rec a ll , as a ch i l d

growing up in an apartm ent that was 12 storeys high ,

t h en as a teen a ger, it was 25 storeys . Now, t h ere is
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n o t hing lower than 35 storeys in some of the new

a p a rtm en t s . Si n ga pore is a firm bel i ever and practi ti on er

of t a bula ra s a – con ti nu a lly abolishing on ly to begi n

a ga i n . It erad i c a ted its history and the en ti re island was

a rti f i c i a l i s ed , h aving nothing that su rvived beyond a

rel a tively short ex i s ten ce .5 Th ere is no lon ger a hori zon in

Si n ga pore , for the sky and hori zon has been ob s c u red .

For, as Dutch arch i tect Rem Koolhaas ob s erve s , the cl o s e

prox i m i ty of t a ll bu i l d i n gs to one another ‘preclu des any

n o ti on of e s c a pe . . . e ach pers pective is bl ocked .’6

Ta ll dense bu i l d i n gs are the ph en om en on of u rb a n i s a ti on

and the ever- expanding pop u l a ti on . The boom i n g

pop u l a ti on and the mass migra ti on to cities is invers ely

proporti on a te to the amount of land ava i l a ble to house

t h em . In the 1966 May issue of Asia Ma ga z i n e, it was

pred i cted that tall bu i l d i n gs would be the norm ra t h er

than the excepti on .7 Koolhaas wri tes that many cities are

n ow one hu ge urban ju n gle littered with con c rete boxe s

and slabs that stand in militari s tic form .8 Hi gh - rise and

h i gh - den s i ty bu i l d i n gs have become the model of ch oi ce

for many citi e s . Be s i des making econ omic sen s e , t h ere

is less ava i l a ble space to accom m od a te an incre a s i n g

pop ulation, h en ce the on ly soluti on is to build upw a rd s .9

D rawing upon my own history of growing up in

Si n ga pore – wh i ch Koolhaas cites as ‘repre s en ting the
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tru ly gen eric con d i ti on of the con tem pora ry city ’10 – has

l ed me to qu e s ti on wh et h er it would alter my unders t a n d i n g

and con cept of what defines a “l a n d s c a pe”? And would it

be any less ju s ti f i ed as its trad i ti onal co u n terp a rt? Our

k n owl ed ge of “l a n d s c a pe” Ch a rles Wa l d h eim ob s erved ,

has on ly ever been shaped thro u gh image s , ‘as if l a n d-

s c a pe on ly ex i s ted thro u gh its pictu ri n g.’11

Corn er does not define “l a n d s c a pe” s pec i f i c a lly, but

ra t h er su ggests that it is a broad term that has come to be

u s ed in a nu m ber of ex ten s ive ways , not on ly making

referen ce to a measu ra ble plot of land and a property ’s

a ppe a ra n ce , but also em bracing urb a n i s m , i n f ra s tru ctu re

and stra tegic planning. It is not just abo ut the land or the

envi ron m ent anym ore :

... its usage is dive rse and rich, embracing... speculative ideas alongside the m o re
familiar themes of nature and environment... landscape is le ss a quantifiable
object that it is an idea, a cultural way of seeing, and as such it remains open to
interpretation, design and transformation... landscape is understood as an ongoing
p ro j e c t .12

Hen ce , according to Corn er, my image s , wh et h er they

dep i ct bu i l d i n gs and intern a ti onal citi e s , or open fiel d s

and the oce a n , a re app l i c a ble under the broad umbrell a

that is “l a n d s c a pe .” But for the purpose of this paper and

the accom p a nying body of work , the “l a n d s c a pe” i m a ge

wi ll be def i n ed as one that is the vi sual repre s en t a ti on of

the urban city.13
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Wh i ch bri n gs us to dec i ph ering a city.14 D avid Th orns in

The Tra n sfo rm a tion of Ci ti e s, s t a tes that a def i n i ti on of a

c i ty invo lves not just a con cept of s i ze (large pop u l o u s ) ,

but is also the site for po l i tical and legal en ti ti e s , econ om i c

opera ti ons and local govern m en t , and also the loc a ti on

for lei su re and rec re a ti onal activi ti e s . Th orns su ggests that

perhaps a city is re a lly a ‘com p l ex set of human insti tuti on s .’15

He goes on to imply that a city would have had to have

u n der gone significant ch a n ge and tra n s form a ti on over

time and this tra n s form a ti on would provo ke an

a pprec i a ti on of the import a n ce of the history of t h e

c i ty ’s devel opm en t .16,17

Wh en I think of a city, I am immed i a tely vi sualising a

s pect acular urban skyl i n e , one not so unfamiliar to that

of Ma n h a t t a n . I see a city inu n d a ted by magn i f i cent tall

bu i l d i n gs and skys c ra pers , s teel , glass and ch rom e

s p a rkling in the su n .1 8 New growth citi e s , e s pec i a lly in As i a ,

a re catching up fast to firs t - world cities in building and

devel oping their own verti c a l i ty. It is ex pected that wi t h i n

the next half a cen tu ry, t h ere wi ll be a do u bling of t h e

worl d ’s pop u l a ti on , with the majori ty occ u rring in As i a .19

And for su s t a i n a ble re a s ons alon e , we must learn to live

m ore den s ely. The devel opm ent of t a ll bu i l d i n gs in many

major cities, in particular the skyscrapers, has evo lved from

s i m p ly being an icon of a s p i ra ti on and a s i gn i f i er of a

c i ty ’s financial status to a nece s s i ty in su stainable livi n g.20
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To bel i eve that a city is simply the locale of s kys c ra pers ,

exclu s ively zon ed as cen tral business distri cts and home to

i n tern a ti onal head qu a rters and com m ercial of f i ces is perh a p s

a little ri gi d . The form of the city has become d i s pers ed

– its edges have opened up to include the suburbs as they

themselves become denser. The city is now more of a sprawl

wi t h o ut a discern i ble cen tre ra t h er than the iconic verti c a l i ty.

S prawl is unders tood as the term for filling up the landscape ,

in particular referencing the spre ading su bu rbs and

according to many urban theori s t s , is con s i dered the tru e

form of the urban city. In order to understand the

“s prawl ,” one needs to abandon the dich o tomy of the city

( cen tre) and co u n trys i de (peri ph ery ) , because the city is

d i s persing and spre ad i n g. S prawl is not a nega tive term ,2 1 but

does come ac ross as som ething ch a o tic and unstru ctu red .

One needs to set aside the city - co u n trys i de con trad i cti on

and realise that the sprawl has establ i s h ed a perm a n en t

p l ace in the noti on of con tem pora ry city planning.22

What I have come to understand of the vi sual con cept of

the city then is one of a den s ely pop u l a ted physical space ,

expanding both verti c a lly and hori zon t a lly, and yet I am

not wrong to vi sualise skys c ra pers and an urban skyl i n e

as iconic repre s en t a ti ons of what the city of the world is

meant to re s em ble – skys c ra pers and tall bu i l d i n gs def i n e

the image of the city.23 (See Plate 2)
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(The city) is still acce p ted as a noun, a substa n ce, although it no longer desi g n a te s
a mere ly physical te r r i to r y... The notions of ce n ter and periphery have lo st their
stability and va l i d i t y... the city has lo st its place, it tends to be eve r y w h e re and
n ow h e re: it is an inta n g i b le space, a common, de-signified body which no lo n g e r
forms an organism... while we st r u g g le to ca tch up with key wo rds and
p e r i p h ra s e s . . .24

Con ceptu a lly, I bel i eve that the city is stru ggling to com e

to terms with its own iden ti ty and theorists are having as

difficult a probl em in trying to understand the city, a s

t h ey are attem pting to define it. Words like “u rb a n i ty ”

u s ed in arguing and con ceptualising the city would be

what Roland Ba rthes would call “em pty sign i f i ers .” E s s ays

on the “n et worked city ” a l on gs i de the “m ach i n e - c i ty ”

a t tem pt to make sense of h ow the city is no lon ger

def i n ed by its (ra p i dly erasing) borders and bo u n d a ri e s .

Ra t h er, it exists thro u gh the constant flow of i n form a ti on

that moves in and out of i t , feeding it thro u gh what can

be con s i dered a “feed b ack loop.” Arti cles on gl ob a l i s a ti on

h ave cast do u bt on the city ’s abi l i ty to maintain its own

s pecific cultu ral iden ti ty. In the wake of ex p l o s ive pop u l a ti on

growths in devel oping nati on s , eroding geogra phic and

c u l tu ral divi des and the forces of i n tern a ti onal trade ,

travel and tra n s - m i gra ti on , the term “gl oc a l ” is yet another

term that attem pts the obvi o u s ; defining a city as bei n g

no lon ger spec i f i c a lly “l oc a l ” and yet , not com p l etely

“gl ob a l .” And finally, the introdu cti on of the con cept of a

c i ty being a “n on - p l ace .”25, 26 Trad i ti on a lly ti ed to the ide a

of p l ace , Au g é ’s defines “n on place” as a con s tru ct that is
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not con cern ed with iden ti ty, rel a ti on a l i ty and history. It

is the opposite to the idea of “place” which is concerned

with such concepts.

In terms of citing a physical spatial example,which few have

done, Belgian cultural philosopher Lieven De Cauter s ti ck s

his head out and publicly citing New York as a “model city ”

as he con s i dered it to be ‘m odern en o u gh for (him).’ It is

his wri ting that has hel ped me in establ i s h i n g, and perh a p s

con f i rm i n g, what the physical model of a city might be :

... because (New York) enjoys the larg e st number of mythical st reets in the wo r l d ,
the most famous park and perhaps the most famous square, to o .27

New York’s notori ety as the “m odel city,” is con ti nu a lly

built upon furt h er thro u gh popular cultu re . If one of t h e

m a ny ch a racteri s tic traits that all ows New York to be

cons i dered a model city, its panoramic skyline of f a m o u s

bu i l d i n gs should be amon gst them .2 8 The Empire State

Building and the Kreys l er Building – to name two – are

s i gnificant landmarks that exist as part of the Ma n h a t t a n

s kyl i n e . Th ey have become immort a l i s ed over time as

m onu m ents within the skyl i n e , wh i ch itsel f has becom e

i con i c .2 9 One cannot watch Am erican tel evi s i on progra m s

wi t h o ut having the Manhattan skyline thrust upon them

in the first couple of s econds of the opening sequ en ce

(S ex and the Ci ty, Law & Ord er) . Ma t teo Peri co l i ’s gra ph i c

i llu s tra ti on of Manhattan (both the East and the We s t
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Si de) – reprodu ced as the cover art for the Be a s tie Boy ’s

2004 album To the 5 Bo rou gh s ( Ca p i tol) – is a pri m e

example of Manhattan being both this verti c a lly and

h ori zon t a lly ex p a n ded and den s ely pop u l a ted space.(See Plate 4 )

Th ro u gh o ut my re s e a rch and re ad i n g, I seem to have

come aw ay with an understanding of what a city c a n

i n clu de . The city comes ac ross as all en compassing of t h e

a bove - m en ti on ed term s , i deas and con cept s , and yet it is

n ei t h er one or the other but a stra n ge hybrid of every ide a

and none at all . The city has been heavi ly theori s ed , a n d

it has been vi ewed thro u gh va rious met a ph ors .30 It is,

h owever, t h ro u gh popular cultu re and my own history of

residing in Si n ga pore that have undo u btedly for ged an

i dea of what the “ i de a l ” m etropo l i s / c i ty should phys i c a lly

re s em bl e . I feel the need to ‘pro tect (mys el f ) from the

l a ng u a ge ,’ so ‘l et us call a city a city ’ for n ow.31
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FOR ALL ITS APPARENT COMPLEXITY, 

ONCE YOU KNOW THE RULES, A CITY IS EASY TO BUILD.32

The early stages of the work are

proving tro u bl e s om e . I have begun to noti ce that I have

su bcon s c i o u s ly arra n ged the modell ed city in a ri gid gri d ,

and the “bu i l d i n gs” a re taking on similar sizes and form s.

This is causing the modell ed c i ty to look ra t h er forced

and awk w a rd – its skyline is coming ac ross as prosaic and

h om ogen o u s .(See Plate 4) Devel oping the modell ed city of

Em p i re s eems to be a little more f a s tidious then I had

i n iti a lly imagi n e s . I su d den ly realise that a city, t h o u gh

cons tru cted and mapped out by en gi n eers , town p l a n n ers

and arch i tect s , devel ops and acqu i res its own dy n a m i c

en er gy – expanding and con tracting over time to ach i eve



a life and de s i gn of its own . S treets get red i rected ,

i n ters ecti ons va n i s h , and en ti re estates are uproo ted .

Walking is the best way to ex p l ore and ob s erve the city,

but ra t h er than a f l â n eu r that is ob s e s s ed by ti ny

s pecifics – the tex tu re of bri ck s , the crack in the asph a l t ,

the vague imprint of a gra f f i ti tag appe a ring thro u gh a

n ew coat of paint – I noti ce the city on a larger and more

gen eral scale. That roads do not alw ays run stra i gh t : t h ey

ben d , c u rve and then taper to a poi n t , j oining up wi t h

a n o t h er road that was on ce running para ll el to it. Th a t

bu i l d i n gs of va rying shapes and size s , a ge and ori en t a ti on

hu d dle toget h er and form inters ti tial spaces that throb

with life . That a city, t h o u gh ori gi n a lly thought up on

p a per, t h en en gi n eered according to plans and blu epri n t s ,

is ulti m a tely ever- evo lvi n g, f luid and iron i c a lly or gra n i c .

The city is ex p a n s ive , ex ten s ive and con ceptu a lly difficult

to gra s p. It also has the abi l i ty to ren der us – as a vi ewer –

p a s s ive . By ex i s ting as both banal and su bl i m e , a l i en a ti n g

and en ti c i n g, i m a ges of the city con ti nue to overwh el m .

The ex p a n s i on of gri d - l i ke street planning and nu m bered

or let tered streets (and apartm ents/housing units) hint

at the ever increasing inabi l i ty on the part of c i ty

i n h a bi t a n ts to map the space they occ u py and nego ti a te

its size .33 The size and scale of the city is what makes it

h a rd to con tem p l a te it: l i ke a task too large , one needs to
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d ivi de it into small er porti ons in order to tackle it and

begin to understand it. Hen ce , one way to see the city,

u n derstand it and to dec i ph er it, is to shrink it.

P h o togra phing the city is one of the many ways in wh i ch

one can nego ti a te the city in size a ble porti on s , and it is in

this shri n k a ge of the city that we can begin to stu dy it. By

ph o togra phing the city, I am litera lly using a magn i f yi n g

glass to draw atten ti on to the porti on of the city that

i n h a bits my image . L i ke a scien tist vi ewing his su bj ect

t h ro u gh a micro s cope , the details that were lost to the

naked eye now become compound and complex. Whether

it is in the report a ge of a journ a l i s t , snapshots of t h e

f l â n eu r, or conceptual art hanging in a gallery, photography

has captu red and stu d i ed the city in a mu l ti tu de of s tyl e s ,

a n gl e s , and points of vi ew.

Wh en I ph o togra ph the city around me, I am intere s ted in

s eeking out some angl e , s ome point of vi ew that might go

u n n o ti ced by passers - by – a unique scene ex i s ting in a

mu ch larger landscape that gets ign ored . It is on ly

t h ro u gh the camera , and the image pri n ted , that the

com po s i ti on or narra tive is able to thrive , l et alone ex i s t .

I look for juxtapositions and angles not normally accessible

to the publ i c , and scenes that would otherwise not be

considered photogenic or worthy of being photographing.34

I rec a ll wh en I was first given a camera – my mother ’s old
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Minolta SLR – fri ends and family stood around perp l exed

wh en the ph o togra phic prints con t a i n ed n o t hing but the

details of a concrete wall, or of the painted lines on the side

of the road . All the ph o togra phs were not of me standing

in front of s ome monu m en t , acting as s ome kind travel

s o uvenir of i n con troverti ble proof that I was i n d e ed t h ere .

Th ey were of the rows of bu rnt out lanterns swaying i n

u n i s on as they were bl own by the wi n d . I bel i eve that my

a bi l i ty as a ph o togra ph er lies in being able to dedu ce and

wi tness the ex act scene before me wi t h o ut having to rely

on the camera . What I do is to convert what I see in my

h e ad into a ph o togra phic image so that all around me

can see the worl d , my city, as I see it.

The late Susan Sontag wro te that ph o togra phic images a re

not just ‘s t a tem ents abo ut the worl d ,’ but are just as mu ch

p i eces of i t , ex i s ting as ‘m i n i a tu res of re a l i ty that anyon e . . .

can acqu i re . (Th ey) fiddle with the scale of the worl d .’3 5

By c re a ting a miniatu re , one is cre a ting a discrep a n c y of

s i ze . A discrepancy of s i ze is a form of d i s torti on , a n d

d i stortion shocks us into paying attention. Another manner

in wh i ch to shrink the city into manage a ble porti on s

would be to litera lly cre a te a miniatu re , a model of i t :

... the city and the miniature, both of them powerful icons... One is huge, the
other tiny. One is authentic, the other a simulation. One is not easily ta ken in at
a glance, the other unfolds befo re our eager eyes. We can live in one but not the
o t h e r... both the city and the miniature offer rich insights into space, seeing,
hability, co lonisation, and desire. Both turn us into specta to rs .36
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An artist who recen t ly uti l i s ed the noti on of scale was

Ca llum Morton with his work Ha bi t a t.

CALLUM MORTON’S HABITAT

Ha bi t a t is a 1:50 scaled model of an urban housing

com p l ex , b a s ed on a re s i den tial proj ect (by Moshe Sa fd i e )

that was built in 1967 in Mon treal in wh i ch Morton’s

f a t h er, h i m s el f an arch i tect , worked on . However, Ha bi t a t

is not simply just another arch i tectu ral model . A ti m ed

mu l ti m edia ex peri en ce that inclu des ligh ting ch a n ge s

( i n d i c a ting the passage of d ay into nigh t , dusk into

d awn ) , a high ly orch e s tra ted soundtrack that animate s

the lives within the com p l ex – Ha bi t a t requ i res 28 minute s

of your time before it can unravel its scri pt (28 minutes is

1/50th of 24 hours ) .(See Plate 5)

Wh en Ha bi t a t begins – with “d awn” breaking – ligh t

s l owly bl eeds into the giant diora m a , i llu m i n a ting the

m odel sof t ly. Gradu a lly, the light grows stron ger and the

physical form of Ha bi t a t is made cl e a rer. The soundtrack

of a l a rm cl ocks ri n gi n g, bu z z i n g, and beeping kicks in,

s i gn a lling the start of a new day for the “ i n h a bi t a n t s” of

Morton’s Ha bi t a t. The soundtrack then dissolves into

kettles wh i s t l i n g, b a bies cryi n g, toi l ets flu s h i n g, and then

s om eone cl e a ring his throat at the bathroom sink. Th e
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l i ght gets bri gh ter, and then you hear doors open i n g,

cl o s i n g, mu f f l ed convers a ti on s , radios coming on , peop l e

going of f to work . The ligh ting program and soundtrack

con ti nue to guide us thro u gh the rest of the day until the

i n h a bitants retu rn hom e , w a tch tel evi s i on , a r g u e , l a u gh

and slowly wind down to sleep. Lights within the individual

a p a rtm ents flicker on and of f , and then twi l i ght creep s

u p, bl a n keting Ha bi t a t in the cover of n i ght and sti ll n e s s

– if not for a mere mom ent – before the ligh ting and

s o u n d track find them s elves looping all over again for yet

a n o t h er 28 minute s .

Wa tching Ha bi t a t works its way thro u gh the accel era ted

d ay - to - n i ght cycle is pure voyeu ri s tic en tert a i n m en t

m i xed with a med i t a tive qu a l i ty, u n til you realise that

perh a p s this calm and mild-mannered ex teri or is not

ex act ly what you should be paying atten ti on to. Cri ti c s

and cura tors con s t a n t ly talk abo ut this mundane cycle of

Ha bi t a t’s den i zen s’ d ay - i n , d ay - o ut ro utine and how they

a re ‘u n a ble to re ach escape vel oc i ty from the orbital pull

of t h eir daily ro utine and en tren ch ed cynicism, de s p i te

the best inten ti ons of a rch i tect s .’37 S tu a rt Koop s , c u ra tor

of both Morton’s shows at the Na ti onal Gall ery of

Vi ctoria (NGV) and the Mu s eum of Con tem pora ry Art

(MCA) re s pectively, points out that Morton is en ga gi n g

the audien ce to wi tn e s s the en dless drama re s o lvi n g

and repe a ting itsel f , and the ju x t a po s i ti on of t h e
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a rch itect s’ i n tent and dream of s ocial tra n s form a ti on

a l on gs i de our own de s pera te need for the ro uti n ed .

E l i z a beth Fa rrelly perhaps de s c ri bed it best at the

s ym pos ium Ci ty Ta l k s as part of the Year of the Bu i l t

E nvi ron m en t , s t a ting that: ‘people do not want to be . . .

perfected ,’ t h ey just want to come ac ross as perfect .38 To

m e , Ha bi t a t comes ac ross as the hardcopy vers i on of t h e

PC game The Si m s (EA Games), with the excepti on that

t h ere is an absen ce of its inhabi t a n t s . With The Si m s,

p l ayers en ga ge in this voyeu ri s tic con trol of t h eir bi n a ry

c i ti zen s , telling them wh en to have a shower, what to eat

and who to fall in love wi t h . In Morton’s world of

Ha bi t a t, the con trol is absen t , and yet you sti ll stay on and

w a tch , envious of a world in wh i ch you cannot part a ke ,

l et alone con tro l .

Koops draws a com p a ri s on bet ween Ha bi t a t and the

Moebius stri p,39 s t a ting that de s p i te the big dreams of

a rch i tectu re hoping for gre a ter things for us as a soc i ety,

it is alw ays de s ti n ed to fail due to the re a l i ty of l i fe for us

as a spec i e s : bri n ging us back to the very begi n n i n g. Yet

we con ti nue to go on day after day, not so mu ch as a

form of progre s s , but just bec a u s e .

Ca llum Morton is perhaps in a privi l eged po s i ti on to

c riti que arch i tectu re and all its “be s t” i n ten ti on s .40 Hi s

o t h er body of work en ti t l ed Local +/or Gen era l is a s a ti ri c a l
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look at what occurs when high architecture ( c u l tu re ) i s

combi n ed with ruthless tra n sgl obal corpora ti on s ( com m erce ) .

The end re sult is a co l o u rful body of d i gital prints that is

both vi su a lly appealing (its use of vivid co l o u rs) and

s oc i a lly unnerving (converting an arch i tectu ral icon to a

m ed ium of m a s s - con su m eri s m ) . Morton’s art practi ce

comes ac ross as wanting to ch a ll en ge us to look at our

own rel a ti onship with the built envi ron m en t . He wants us

to con s i der how we rel a te to the bu i l d i n gs around us on a

d a i ly basis: con tem p l a ting how we use them , l ay claim to

t h em , occ u py them and finally con demn them , and yet ,

he is not out to attack us. Morton places nei t h er soc i ety

n or arch i tectu re on a pedestal – they are both equ a lly

t a u n ted . The city is nei t h er the all egedly won d ro u s

ach i evem ents of Mankind nor the monu m ents to the

a rch i tect s , but are : ‘co lumnar ch a rts indicating the growt h

of the city; the more peop l e , the more shit, the tall er the

bu i l d i n gs . Morton’s work . . . p i n points wh ere the city

reveals itsel f as a sewer.’41
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The appeal of the miniatu re re s i des in our de s i re of h avi n g

a sense of con trol – this utopic idea that we are abl e , or

would like to pre s i de over and possess ou r worl d . In the

l a r ger (and more re a l i s tic) sch eme of t h i n gs , h owever,

this would prove ra t h er difficult, i f not impo s s i bl e .

G a s ton Ba s h el a rd , in his exqu i s i te book The Poeti cs of

Spa ce, ded i c a te s an en ti re ch a pter to the con cept of t h e

m i n i a tu re. In it he argues that on ce a ch a racter re a l i s e s

he is within a s m a ll er space , l i ke a miniatu re house, h e

su d den ly is able to see its vast nu m ber of room s , and from

within the interi or, he discovers interi or be a uty:

H e re we have an inve rsion of pers p e c t i ve (of size)... the values become co n d e n s e d
and enriched in miniature. Thus the minuscule opens up an e n t i re world, (and)
l i ke all worlds, co n tain the attribute of gre a t n e ss. In lo o k i n g at the miniature ,
unflagging attention is re q u i red to inte g ra te all the detail... Everything is small
b e cause he is so high. And since he is high, he is great, the height of his sta t i o n
is proof of his own gre a t n e ss .42

In terms of forei gn and uncom m on pers pective s , wh i ch

also force us into paying atten ti on , n one come qu i te as

close as to the ex peri en ce of vi ewing satell i te images of

c i ti e s . In June 2003, the Sun Hera l d produ ced a two - p a rt

l i f t - o ut magazine that was ded i c a ted to the satell i te

i m a gi n g of Au s tra l i a . The first issu e , Our Great Sou t h ern

La n d, was of va rious aspects of the co u n try and the secon d ,

Syd n ey by Satell i te, foc u s ed en ti rely on the city. In su ch

ph o togra ph s , the landscape was red rawn and bu i l d i n gs ,

towns and infra s tru ctu re became unrecogn i s a bl e ,
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f u n cti oning less as specific en ti ti e s , but more as abstract

el em ents coming under scruti ny and ob s erva ti on . Th e

i m m ense re a l - l i fe city becomes manage a ble on a small er

s c a l e . In su ch image s , one is wi tnessing the city from a

very unu sual point of vi ew – above , or as Mi ch el de

Certeau calls it, with the ‘cel e s tial eye .’43

Con tem pora ry German ph o togra phic artist An d re a s

Gu rs ky ph o togra phes the m o uth of the Si n ga pore River

f rom a high er va n t a ge poi n t on s h ore , with the final i m a ge

d i s p l aying a stark con trast bet ween the con s tru cted l i n e s

of the harbour and the natu ral c u rves of the coa s t l i n e .44

In Gu rs ky ’s Si n ga po re, one is able to stu dy and wi tn e s s

m a ny secti ons and are a s of the island’s coastline that wo u l d

o t h erwise be difficult, and perhaps go unnoticed by many

unable to access such a va n t a ge poi n t . This same regi on in

Si n ga pore is also captu red from the Landsat Satellite, and in

it, we can see that it is the same area as featured in Gu rs ky ’s

i m a ge , even if at firs t , we might be a little uncert a i n .

Having lived in Si n ga pore , it sti ll took me some time to

recognise and iden tify specific bu i l d i n gs and landmark s

wh en I first came ac ross this image. The attracti on of t h e

i m a ge seems to lie in the abstracti on of the form of t h e

c i ty. The angle in wh i ch we are vi ewi n g this image is

s om ewh a t m ore inacce s s i ble than Gu rs ky ’s, and is perhaps

what renders this section of the city – which I should know

so well – completely foreign.(See Plate 6)
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1˚16’N 103˚51’E #1 and 1˚16’N 103˚51’E #2 f rom the

2002 body of work en ti t l ed Ho m e were the on ly two

i m a ges that simu l a ted this similar “ Ic a ru s” ef fect of bei n g

a ble to look down on the city and cre a ting a sense of

p a n opti c i s m .45 Whilst not the same va n t a ge point as say

the Landsat’s , 1˚16’N 103˚51’E #1 and 1˚16’N 103˚51’E #2

m i rrors the angle of Gu rs ky ’s Si n ga po re, and these two

i m a ges perhaps prom pted me in working tow a rd s

c a ptu ri n g and ob s erving the city from a “d i f ferent point of

vi ew.” And su ch different points of vi ews and pers pective s

l i ke worm’s eye , bi rd ’s eye , and the Cel e s ti a l - eye rel a te to

the stra tegy of def a m i l i a ri s a ti on .(See Plate 7)

Revi s i ting images of the city that I have captu red from a

higher vantage point over the years, the city looks more and

more like a Lego set, a constructed diorama. The buildings

resemble simplified blocks and cubes, abstract graphic

shapes rather than actual housing estates and office towers

that contain real-life human occupants.(See Plate 8)

The charm and fun of Lego derives from reducing the organic to the modular; a
z e b ra built of little cubes...46

I navi ga te thro u gh the city not simply as a lon g - ti m e

i n h a bitant but more recen t ly as an artist trying to

u n ders t a n d and com preh end my role in the city and wi t h

the city as my mu s e . My role here is not of the proph et

proclaiming en l i gh ten m en t , or an urban theorist def i n i n g
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a new state of m i n d . I exist in this space as the poet - c u m -

a n t h ropo l ogi s t - c u m - pede s trian that can move thro u gh

the inters ti tial space s , recon s i dering the panopticism of

the city.

Th ere is a long history of the city being an inspira ti on to

m a ny ph o togra ph ers . Du ring the early Twen ti et h

Cen tu ry, s oc i ety loo ked upon the city with a sense of

won der and awe – the won der and awe aimed squ a rely at

the skys c ra pers and va rious other tall bu i l d i n gs . Propell ed

by indu s tri a l i s a ti on , u rban growth and innova ti ons su ch

as steel fra m i n g, f i reproofing and the passen ger el eva tor,

bu i l d i n gs rose to new hei gh t s .4 7 The publ i c’s fascinati on at

h ow su ch tall bu i l d i n gs were en gi n eered – and mirac u l o u s ly

s t ayed upri ght – guara n teed a place for the skys c ra per

in the minds and psyche of an en ti re gen era ti on .

Ma gnum ph o togra ph er Rene Bu rri ’s 1930s image

dep i cting four men walking on the roof top of a su n l i t

Brazilian skys c ra per was quintessence of how people chose

to interpret and repre s ent the skys c ra per; with simple

f a sc i n a ti on and a revered re s pect .(See Plate 9)

Now in the third mill en n iu m , the skys c ra per and its

predece s s ors can be found in almost every devel oped and

i n du s trial city on eart h . So mu ch so that there seems to be

an app a rent hom ogen i s a ti on amon gst the va rious urb a n

s kylines of m a ny intern a ti onal citi e s . O n ce thought to be
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i n d i c a tive of a city ’s status – repre s en t a tive of u rb a n i ty,

den s i ty and modern i ty – the high - rise high - den s i ty tower

bl ocks have now becom e , for this gen era ti on , a scar ti s su e :

a grim re a l i ty of what re a lly became of that utopian dre a m .

The sparkling of glass and stainless steel illu m i n a ted in the

su n l i gh t , has given way to skys c ra pers overc rowding the

s treet s c a pe and su b s equ en t ly bl ocking out the su n’s rays .

Th eir abi l i ty to amaze is ra p i dly disappe a ri n g.

Un i m a gi n a tive in ide a s , de s i gn , m a terials and en gi n eeri n g

formu l a s , these towering bl ocks are nothing more than

em pty shells con s tru cted to fulfil the pri m ordial purpo s e

of of fering a bu r geoning populous shel ter. Th ey have lost

t h eir appeal – their sparkling pers on a l i ty has dimmed .

P h o togra phy ’s ob s e s s i on with the city over the dec ades has

devel oped a myri ad of s tyles and gen res that con tem p l a te

the physical space of the city. From the earliest con ceptu a l

m on t a ges of a utopian metropolis du ring the Cu bi s t

m ovem ent (1900s), to Neue Sach l i ch kei t / New Obj ectivi ty

( 1 9 2 5 ) , to the style of the Bernd & Hi lla Bech er (1959), to

the con tem pora ry street - ph o togra phy of An d reas Gu rs ky

and Wo l fgang Ti ll m a n s , the pictorial d i s co u rse is as

diverse as the current debate on how to coin an identifiable

term for such a movement of image-making.

“S treet - ”, “u rb a n - ”, “c i tys c a pe - ”, “a n ti - l a n d s c a pe - ” – these

a re but a few of the pref i xes that have been used in recen t

LISA A N N E E M P I R E PAGE 2 7 OF 73



dec ades to categorise and label the ph o togra phic re s pon s e

in dealing with the city. In order to make sense of it all , we

n eed to understand what the va rious ph o togra ph ers

were a t tem pting to ach i eve with their own re s ponse to

the c i ty, and wh ere the city is heading within the ga ze

of ph o togra phers .(See Plate 9)

Th ro u gh o ut the 1980s and 1990s, Th omas Struth and

An d reas Gu rs ky dem on s tra ted an ac ute understanding for

gen eric urb a n i s m . Th eir images captu red the diluted urb a n

l a n d s c a pe : a rch i tectu re standing ex po s ed in their n a ked

everyd ay n e s s . Gu rs ky in particular had a sen s i bi l i ty for

n o n - l i eu x as de s c ri bed by Ma rc Au g é , c a ptu ring tra n s i ti on a l

p u blic spaces like airport s , s h opping mall s , banks and

o t h er re s i dual uniden ti f i a ble space s . Gu rs ky seem ed to all ow

the very indivi dual fra gm ents of the po s tu rban space to

ex i s t on its own in its own re a l i ty. Th ere’s no glossy sheen

to Gu rs ky ’s metropolis – everything is as is: a housing

a p a rtm ent bl ock that is the everyd ay; nothing fancy or

s pecial unlike its predece s s ors .

L i ke Gu rs ky, G a bri ele Ba s i l i co has tu rn ed ph o togra ph i n g

the city and urban spaces into an art form unto itsel f . In

the same manner in wh i ch Gu rs ky influ en ced my previ o u s

body of work , and su bcon s c i o u s ly sti ll to this day, Ba s i l i co

is however a more con s i s tent and ste ad i er ph o togra ph er

in captu ring the city/the urban space via arch i tectu re .
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GABRIELE BASILICO’S BERLIN

Berl i n is a def i n i tive co ll ecti on of s i lver gel a tine prints of wh a t

is con s i dered by Ba s i l i co himsel f to be ‘cert a i n ly the Eu rope a n

c i ty. . . on a sym bolic level .’4 8 According to the ph o togra ph er,

t h ere has perhaps never been another Eu ropean Ci ty qu i te

l i ke it, wh i ch repre s ents the most significant events that

h ave shaped and form ed the Twen ti eth Cen tu ry.

Ba s i l i co looks at space in order to repre s ent it, he looks at

su rf aces and vo lumes as a single en ti ty and yet wh en yo u

actu a lly vi ew his ph o togra ph s , ‘one passes from a noti on of

su rf ace to a noti on of vo lume almost wi t h o ut realising it.’4 9

Ba s i l i co – an arch i tect by training – som eh ow manage s to

c a ptu re famous bu i l d i n gs alon gs i de lesser known and

ord i n a ry on e s , el i m i n a ting the status of a rch i tectu re on the

pede s t a l . All the bu i l d i n gs in his images seem to be ex i s ti n g

on the same plane, or carrying a similar degree of notoriety

– non e . It is not the specific bu i l d i n gs that Ba s i l i co is in

i n tere s ted in portrayi n g. He never uses arch i tectu re per se,

but the urban landscape as a whole to define the image and

tell his tale. This sen s i tivi ty all ows the audien ce , not to get

caught up with the specifics and details of “this bu i l d i n g

by s o - a n d - s o” or “that building built wh en ,” but re a lly

con cen tra te on the en ti rety of the image , of the urb a n

s p ace wi t h i n . One en d s up re ading the image and movi n g

t h ro u gh an anonymous space .(See Plate 10)
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Ba s i l i co seems to want to devel op a noti on of a gl obal place

con s tru cted from fra gm ents of d i f ferent place s . S teven

Jacob s , in his influ en tial introdu cti on to Po s t , Ex , Su b,

Di s ., c i tes Ba s i l i co, as the on e , m ore than anyone el s e , wh o

‘has ch a rted the urb a n bri c - a - brac...(and whose pictu re s )

do gre a ter ju s ti ce to urban ch a o s .’50

Berlin allows me to read the image and the space without

actually realising I am reading the landscape of Berlin. The

choice of photographing the city in black and white, rather

than in co l o u r, s erves to aid in the anonym i ty. And so I

am able to re ad and vi ew these images wi t h o ut any

precon ceived m i sgivi n gs or preocc u p a ti ons abo ut the

s p ace or abo ut Berl i n . In fact , the anonym i ty of the space is

so su ccessful that I actu a lly find mys el f re ading the

l a n ds c a pe of Singapore within the images.

Ba s i l i co, t h ro u gh both cl ever ed i ting and sen s i tivi ty in his

ph o togra phy, l i tera lly guides you and moves you thro u gh

the city / u rban space . In the first few pages of Berl i n , yo u

become aw a re that with every image , e ach su b s equ en t

i m a ge is taken a little furt h er down the road from the

previous, taking your journ ey thro u gh the city just ro u n d

the corn er, ac ro s s the road or up the street . Yo u , as the

re ader, a re travers i n g t h ro u gh the urban space that is

Berlin as the pages tu rn , with Ba s i l i co as your guide ,

u r ging you alon g.
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Iron i c a lly, while Ba s i l i co was devel oping Berl i n, it was

doc u m en ted that his Berlin apartm ent was stu f fed wi t h

g u i debooks and vo lumes worth of ph o tos stacked high on

ch a i rs and tabl e s . His walls were papered with city maps,

and that he would go over ‘s p aces bet ween abandon ed

bu i l d i n gs metre by metre .’51 This meticulous degree of

a t ten tiveness to the city and space wi t h i n , a l on gs i de his

a rch i tectu ral tra i n i n g, does seem to set Ba s i l i co apart

f rom other “c i ty ” or “u rb a n” ph o togra ph ers . Ba s i l i co is

l ooking for som et h i n g, and wants you to see it too.

Ba s i l i co is ac utely aw a re of his role as he tries to captu re t h e

u rban space with his camera ,p ack a ge the image and del iver it

to the re ader in the form of a pri n ted page : ‘the i m m e a su ra bl e

worl d s , is rad i c a lly tra n s form ed into a ti ny rect a n gl e , i n to

a redu ced and two - d i m en s i onal porti on of s p ace .’5 2

This is the paradox in wh i ch ph o togra phy attem pts to

re act and re s pond to the city. The dich o tomy of t h e

utopian ide a l - dys topian re a l i ty (of the city) has becom e

so deep ly ingra i n ed in popular thinking that, not unlike

defining the city, ph o togra phing the city is perhaps ju s t

as ch a ll en gi n g.

S tefano Boeri in his essay On Some Pa ra d ox e s . . ., c a ll s
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on the city to be loo ked upon with new eyes and that

ph o togra phy n eeds to ch a ll en ge the manner in wh i ch it

repre s ents the urban set ti n g. He states that there a re

p a radoxe s ex i s ting in the rel a ti onship bet ween the city

and ph o togra phy. One of the probl ems that Boeri talks

a bo ut is how the city is stri pped of a ny idiosyncra s i e s

wh en com po u n ded to exist in a fra m e . It is as though we are

m erely looking at bu i l d i n gs that bare no architectural, social

or economical value.5 3

I wish to su ggest that there is a po ten tial to vi ew this

“f ra m e” qu i te differen t ly. I en j oy the distance and the

a m bi g u i ty of the bu i l d i n gs I am con f ron ted with both in

the role of vi ewer and ph o togra ph er. I see bu i l d i n gs and I see

an abstracti on of form . Pers on a lly, the little dem a rc a ti ons of

va lu e , h i s tory and size have the abi l i ty to be distracti n g. I

en j oy the city as a space ob s e s s ed with space : everyt h i n g

gets tall er to com pen s a te for the lack of land all oc a ted .

Th ere is a be a uty that re s i des within the fra n ticness of i t

a ll . And from the singular building that occupies an en ti re

i m a ge , I find mys el f m oving on to captu ring it all . I do

not want to look up at the city any more .

Around this time of re ading Boeri and re s e a rching the

probl ems ph o togra phy has with “a ut h en ti c a lly ”c a ptu ring the

c i ty, I was prep a ring to ex h i bit six prints at the Photo

Technica Ex h i bi ti on Space for a show en ti t l ed Built Wo rl d s.
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BUILT WORLDS

P H OTOT E C H N I CA EXHIBITION SPACE, 12 JULY – 9 AUGUST 2003

Over the past four ye a rs , my work

h a s foc u s ed on the dense urban landscape and has

re su l ted in a co ll ecti on of l a r ge - format image s , s h o t

prim a ri ly with large - format camera s . In 2002 I doc u m en ted

ex p a n s ive public/mass housing estates in Ch i c a go,

Singapore and Sydney. I utilised the high-rise, high-density

m a s s - produ ced urban housing and the singular home unit

as met a ph ors for the masses and the individual respectively

in rel a ti on to the hom e . I was intere s ted in the vi su a l

m et a ph ors su gge s ted by su ch housing with an em ph a s i s



p l aced on the moti fs and their rhythmic repeti ti on of t h e

s tru ctu res of the units and the wi n dows . Th e

homogenised exterior of the housing debased individuality

and yet it was in the tiny details within the façade – usually

found in the wi n dows – that laid out clues and hints

a bo ut the indivi dual inhabi t a n t . In this interi or space was

the dem a rc a ti ons of the indivi dual and all of h i s / h er

d i sti n ct and u n i que ch a racteri s ti c s . The body of work ,

Ho m e, in its en ti rety also ad d re s s ed the probl em with the

h om ogen i s a ti on of su ch arch i tectu re – de s p i te bei n g

ph o togra ph ed and co ll a ted from three disti n ct loc a ti on s

( Ch i c a go, Si n ga pore and Syd n ey ) , a large percent of t h e

a u d i en ce was not able to distinguish one loc a ti on from

the other.54

Built Wo rl d s is a series of photo g raphic images inspired by the built environment.
The work arises out of an inte re st in co n st r u c ted spaces and the ways in which we
e n co u n ter them. These lo cations are purpose built, and the images highlight the
co nt ra sts between the public and priva te s p a ces that our lives revo lve in and aro u n d .
The ex h i b i t i o n ex p lo res the environments that we co n struct for ours e lves to occ u p y ,
and our relationship to these built worlds. Inte r i o rs, co n structions and high-rise
b u i l dings all reveal something of the inhabitants obst r u c ted from view.5 5

The tu rning point wh ere images from Ho m e bec a m e

s om ething more , occ u rred in the group show Built Wo rl d s

h eld at the Photo Technica Ex h i bi ti on Space in Ju ly 2003;

it was cura ted by Ka rra Ree s . Two out of the six image s

s h own (1˚16’N 103˚51’E #1 a n d # 2) were ex h i bi ted wi t h

the rest of Ho m e in 2002. 1˚16’N 103˚51’E #117, # 2 5 2 a n d

#315 were taken at the same time but were not included due

LISA A N N E E M P I R E PAGE 3 4 OF 73



LISA A N N E E M P I R E PAGE 3 5 OF 73

to stylistic differences. Only Modular 8 Ball was a developed

specifically for Built Worlds under Rees’ direction.(See Plate 11)

The show took the images from being a singular focus on

i n d ivi dual bu i l d i n gs to a com po s i ti on of a built landscape.

Built Wo rl d s h era l ded a shift: no lon ger was I con cern ed

with a lone bu i l d i n g, but ra t h er the gra phic rel a ti on s h i p

and ae s t h etic natu re that was born out of an acc u mu l a ti on

of bu i l d i n gs , c re a ting a “l a n d s c a pe ,” ra t h er than a

“portra i t .” The images made me step back to vi ew the

c i ty not thro u gh indivi dual arch i tectu re , but thro u gh the

giant ch a o tic mass of d i f ferent shape s , s i ze and materi a l i ty

that re a lly defines a city. This landscape needed to be

t ack l ed with a sligh t ly different sen s i bi l i ty, and yet it was

s ti ll all the same.

To ph o togra ph yet another round of bu i l d i n gs , this ti m e

in a larger mass would just be a slight va ri a ti on of Ho m e:

s a fe yet bori n g. The city con ti nues to appeal to me in the

p i ctu re s qu e , but it needed to be ch a ll en ged differen t ly.

Now, it was no lon ger abo ut ph otogra phing an ex i s ti n g

c i ty, doc u m en ting its infras tru ctu re and arch i tectu re . I

n eeded to captu re a city that was not so mu ch a blu epri n t

for futu re cities to com e , but ra t h er a sense of what citi e s

a re now like . I needed to captu re this blank canvas of a

“c i ty ” that referen ced cities all around the worl d , a n d



ph o togra ph it utilising angles and pers pectives that was

not re ad i ly ava i l a ble to me. I had a vi s i on of a city in my

h e ad that I need to ex tract and ph o togra ph . This was the

m a ze that I needed to navi ga te thro u gh .56
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EMPIRE

P h o togra phy is inex tri c a bly linked

with re a l i ty and yet this con cept itsel f f lu ctu a tes as the

ph rase “repre s en t a ti onal of re a l i ty ” comes ac ross as

p a radox . P h o togra phy rem a i n s , h owever, the pri m ord i a l

em bod i m ent of this process of repre s en t a ti onal of re a l i ty

and along with all its paradoxe s . Em p i re i s , h owever, not an

i llu s tra tive example of a ny particular site or referen ce to a

specific city. Though informed by various sources, the work

remains a cons tru ct of the imagi n a ti on . In Em p i re, I am

trying to provi de tran s form a tive vi ews of h i gh - dens i ty

u rban landscape , in parti c u l a rly high - rise cities and

s a tell i te su bu rb s . Th ro u gh the ex h i bi ti on of a large - s c a l e



bi ll boa rd vi nyl print – with the assistance of Au s tra l i a n

Po s ters – of hu n d reds of s c a l ed con c rete building model s ,

I aim to devel op a sense of h ow cities are planned and

h ave ex p a n ded or grown , while providing other vi ews

a bo ut urban and arch i tectu ral progre s s i on .

The scaled con c rete building model s , m ade of aera ted

con c rete , a re cut into a va ri ety of s h a pe s , ( ra n gi n g

a pprox i m a tely from 1” x 1” x 1” to 3” x 3” x 9”).5 7 As

s i m p l i f i ed and redu ced repre s en t a ti ons of bu i l d i n gs,

t h ey lose the capac i ty for indivi dual ex pre ss i on . Th e

i n d i s ti n g u i s h a ble natu re of the “building bl ock s” s erve s

the idea of c re a ting a modell ed city based not so mu ch on

a referen ce to a real city, but ra t h er the cre a ti on of a n

a n onymous city. O r ga n i s ed and laid out in a haph a z a rd

(and natu ra lly occ u rring) urban gri d , these model s

s i mul a te the ex p a n s ive and cl a u s troph obic cities –

toweri n g, bl eeding into each other and spilling out to

c re a te the “sprawling” satellite towns. The models become

an analogy for the infinite grid that perpetu a tes not just in

the urb a n s c a pe but ex tends even to com p uter games like

Si m Ci ty wh ere inste ad of being an escape from the

u rban daily gri d , repeats it.(See Plate 12)

Ca ptu ring the city from angles that otherwise do not fall

within the com m on ga ze of “t h e - pede s tri a n - a t - s treet -

l evel ,” the large - s c a l e , h i gh - def i n i ti on colour bi ll boa rd
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print pre s ents a vi ew that hovers over the city, just above

the roof of the high - rise bu i l d i n gs . In this el eva ted (and

u n - Ca rtesian) vi ew the sense of scale is displaced , a n d

h en ce the bo u n d a ry bet ween the micro and the mac ro,

the su bj ect and space , becomes dy n a m i c . In the vi ewer ’s

en ga gem ent with the scale and detail of the image , wh a t

is reve a l ed is an inti m a te rel a ti onship a su bj ect has wi t h

the city.

The work is de s i gn ed not as a cri tical com m ent on urb a n

ex i s ten ce , but ra t h er, aims to ex p l ore a more neutral po s i ti on;

i n troducing another ex peri en ce of the urb a n s c a pe , a ll owi n g

the vi ewer to proj ect his/her own re ading on to the image

and its rel a ti onship to the city. The work is not inten ded to

a l i en a te vi ews , as it is important to con s i der t h e ef fects of

s i te - s pecific art and the different audien ce it ulti m a tely

a t tract s . The tra n s i ti on from giant imposing bu i l d i n gs to

s m a ll , m ore abstract patterns all ows for a new ref l ecti on

on the impact of su ch ways of l iving and de s i gning our

town s . While the indivi dual ex peri en ce cannot be den i ed ,

my work focuses on the culmative ef fect of m a ny of t h e s e

ex peri en ces in a re s tri cted and ordered space .

One of the inten ti ons of the work is to en ga ge the publ i c

to have to con tend with the city and con tem p l a te how

t h ey exist and move around within it. The other inten ti on

is to all ow a qu i et image to exist within a fra n tic city, a n d

LISA A N N E E M P I R E PAGE 3 9 OF 73



a ll ow the every - d ay city dwell er to ref l ect and pon der – to

find a sense of won der in the everyd ay.(See Plate 13)

The idea of utilising the bi ll boa rd as both canvas and

ex h i bi ti on site came abo ut du ring a trip to the city that

s t a rted it all : Ma n h a t t a n . Walking around the ga ll ery

d i s tri ct of So Ho in 2002, I came ac ross two bi ll boa rd

s i te s , wh i ch perhaps in keeping with the con cept of the are a

being deep ly ingra i n ed in the art s , p u bl i cly procl a i m i n g :

“ No angst for art” and “To feel or not to feel this is the

a n s wer.” L a r ge bl ack Helvetica type set against a wh i te

b ack ground was displayed along one of the many overh e ad

bri d ges that ran thro u gh So Ho.(See Plate 14)

The com m ercial bi ll boa rd as both canvas and site was

ex trem ely en ticing and yet theoreti c a lly probl em a ti c ,

because the establ i s h m ent of the bi ll boa rd incites sell i n g

s om et h i n g. Bi ll boa rds are immen s ely assoc i a ted wi t h

advertising and any image displayed in su ch a space must be

con forming to su ch an ide a l . Advertising indu ces skepti c i s m ,

and unfortu n a tely as a med i a - s avvy con su m erist soc i ety,

we have become cynical and suspicious of everyt h i n g.58

The probl em with Em p i re being ex h i bi ted on a bi ll boa rd

is that the idea of the bi ll boa rd has become ingra i n ed in

the publ i c’s psyche as an incessant bid for mon ey: yo u rs

and mine. What lies ahead is how Em p i re can becom e
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u n t a n gl ed and unalign ed with the noti on of the bi ll boa rd ’s

a f f i l i a ti on with corpora te adverti s i n g. While Em p i re – as art

– is obvi o u s ly not assoc i a ted with any particular brand or

produ ct (though it itsel f a produ ct ) , the vi ewing publ i c

(the same med i a - s avvy publ i c ) wi ll no do u bt vi ew and

rega rd it with mistru s t . So what sets Em p i re a p a rt from

the bi ll boa rds selling Ni ke or Pepsi? How does the image

of con c rete bl ocks repre s en ting an anonymous and

i m a gi n ed city differ from Ni ke’s su per athletes or Pepsi as

the preferred bevera ge of Bri tn ey Spe a rs ?

I am also ac utely aw a re of the short life-span of a bi ll boa rd :

t h ey go up, prom o ting a new albu m , a con cert , a dri n k

and within weeks (my bi ll boa rd goes up on Ja nu a ry 5th

and comes down on Ja nu a ry 31st), t h ey are gon e .

S tri pped down on ly to be rep l aced by yet another bi ll boa rd

s elling som ething el s e . This is perhaps the sign of the ti m e s

as mu ch as it is the t a bula ra s a n a tu re of con tem pora ry

c i ties – building up and te a ring down upon itsel f ,

con ti nu o u s ly in this incessant loop.

Com m ercial bi ll boa rds have a ten dency of em ptying ou t

i n fo rm a ti o n to the vi ewing publ i c : telling you what to

we a r, h ow to loo k , what to eat, what not to eat and how to

l ive , but Em p i re is the oppo s i te . Di s em bod i ed from the

trad i ti onal tra pp i n gs of adverti s i n g : i n form a ti on – there

a re no text that would su ggest or hint at what this image
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is implying or wh ere it is coming from . Em p i re is free of

a ny wri t ten inform a ti on that would advise the public of

what it is, who did it, and what they are meant to do wi t h

i t . In com p a ri s on to the So Ho Bi ll boa rds men ti on ed

e a rl i er, Em p i re is free of these devi ce s : the vi ewing publ i c

is libera ted to re ad into it what they would like , h opef u lly

en co u ra ging them to loo k , p a u s e , t h i n k , d i ge s t , ref l ect and

t h en interpret .

With Syd n ey as the back d rop to the work , the work abo ut

the city exists within the space of the city and becom e s

s i te - s pecific with its loc a ti on on the Pri n ces Hi ghw ay

( corn er of Bel m ore Street in the su bu rb of Tem pe ,

h e ad i n g tow a rds the CBD). It is in this space of the city

and more spec i f i c a lly, the highw ay that Em p i re finds itsel f

en ga ging with the idea of “n on - p l ace .” According to

Mi ch el de Certe a u , s pa ce was con s i dered a physical en ti ty

def i n ed by bo u n d a ri e s , while pl a ce was assoc i a ted wi t h

i den ti ty, rel a ti on a l i ty and histori e s . de Certe a u’s city was an

a n i m a ted s p ace , not just abo ut the phys i c a l i ty of h i gh - ri s e

bu i l d i n gs and its skyl i n e . The city was an ex peri en ti a l

s p ace , and yet naming it was con s i dered redu ctive ,

redu cing it to the absen ce of “p l ace .”

Ma rc Au g é , in his influ en tial stu dy No n - Pl a ce s :

In trodu ction to an An t h ropol o gy of Su perm od ern i ty, goe s

f u rt h er, claiming that if p l ace is con cern ed with iden ti ty,
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relationality and history, then a ‘non place’ is not concerned

with these con cept s . A non place is a place that could be

anywhere and somehow somewhere. A non place continues

to referen ce the place it is in and yet both “p l ace” a n d

“n on place” a re like ‘oppo s ed po l a ri ti e s .’59 “ P l ace” a n d

“n on - p l ace” do not exist in pure forms and yet they can

n ei t h er absolutely disappear nor be thoro u gh ly establ i s h ed ;

‘the first is never com p l etely era s ed , the second never

to t a lly com p l eted .’6 0 What Augé is implying here is that

you cannot have a place wi t h o ut referencing a non place ,

and vi ce vers a .

Everything in a non place is being ad d re s s ed to the

i n d ivi du a l, to you and on ly you con s t a n t ly. However, a

n on place is not intere s ted in ad d ressing a specific iden ti ty,

but ra t h er you of the masses.61

In tere s ti n gly en o u gh , Augé is eager to establish travell i n g

and the travell er ’s space as the arch etypal non place . In

his pro l og u e , t h ere is a ch a racter named Pierre Du pon t , a

travelling bu s i n e s s m a n . We fo ll ow him as he makes his

w ay along the freew ay to the airport and finally the plane,

i n teracting and moving thro u gh the city that no on e

would be unfamiliar wi t h : wi t h d rawing mon ey from the

AT M , d riving along an ex pre s s w ay / m o torw ay, p a rk i n g

his car in a mu l ti - s torey ga ra ge , and finally making

his way thro u gh the airport and on to the plane. Au g é



con s tru ct s the ex peri en ce of the travell er – Du pont – as this

reversal of the ga ze wh ereby ‘the indivi dual feels himsel f

to be a spect a tor wi t h o ut paying mu ch atten ti on to the

s pect acl e ,’ and that this ordeal of s o l i tu de ‘is ex peri en ced

as an overbu rdening or em ptying of i n d ivi du a l i ty.’62

Mom ents of s o l i tu de are gen era ted whilst movi n g

t h ro u gh su ch a non place . A non place is a sem i o ti c

con s tru cti on : s i gns telling you wh i ch lane you can be in

i f overt a k i n g, wh ere to tu rn lef t , h ow many kilom etre s

aw ay, rest stop to your ri gh t , no speed i n g, no en try, h ave

your to ll re ady. Non places are govern ed by con tro l , ti ed

to a dich o tomy of perm i s s i on and pro h i bi ti on , reg u l a ted

s ys tems managed by procedu re s .

By rushing thro u gh su ch a space , the travell er – or 

‘s pect a tor’ as Augé makes referen ce to – is not con tem p l a ti n g

the landscape . This discon ti nu i ty in ex peri en ce ‘preven t s

(the travell er) from perceiving it as a place , f rom fully

pre s ent in it, even though he may try to fill the gap wi t h

com preh en s ive and det a i l ed inform a ti on out of

g u i deboo k s . .. or journ ey narra tive s .’63

NON PLACE AFFILIATES ITSELF WITH ADDRESS, SOLITUDE

AND SEMIOTICS.
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The non place all ows for narcissism thro u gh the solitary

ex peri en ce of the indivi du a l , in parti c u l a r: the travell i n g

s el f , and with particular referen ce to Au g é ’s arch etyp a l

n on place of the travell er ’s space .

Wh i ch bri n gs me back to Em p i re. I have come to unders t a n d

Em p i re as being con ceptu a lly mu l ti - ti ered . From con s tru cti n g

a model of a city, to ph o togra phing it and displaying it

on a com m ercial bi ll boa rd situ a ted within Syd n ey – in

p a rticular a l ong a motorw ay wh i ch leads into the city –

this work spans and strad dles several ide a s .

F i rs t ly, it would be naïve of me to bel i eve that the modell ed

c i ty that I cre a ted could ever exist in a vacuum wh ere it

could be free of i n s ti tuti onal ide a s , a gendas and con cept s .

Unwi t ti n gly, my modell ed city would imply to some the

i dea and perhaps tech n i ques of the “a rch i tectu ral model ,”

wh ere materials like balsam wood is preferred , and ra ti o s

of actual measu rem ents are indicated . Wh ere an

a rch i tectu ra l model is perhaps more specific in referencing

a city or a specific site (and scale), my modell ed city on

the other hand exists more as a sign or a su gge s ti on of a

c i ty.6 4 Or a “form” as it (the word) would be ‘prec i s ely

su bj ected to the functi ons of its linguistic de s cen d a n t s :

i nfo rmi n g, tra n sfo rmi n g, and perfo rmi n g.’6 5 Or as accord i n g

Peter Ei s enman in Di a gram Di a ri e s, a “d i a gra m ,”

because a diagram ‘a ppe a rs . . . to opera te prec i s ely betwe en

LISA A N N E E M P I R E PAGE 4 5 OF 73



form and word . . . that it is a perfo rma tive ra t h er than

a repre s en t a ti on a l devi ce (i.e., it is a too l of the virtual

ra t h er than the re a l . ) ’66

At this point it becomes nece s s a ry to cl a rify Ei s en m a n’s

def i n i ti on of what a “d i a gra m” i s :

G e n e r i ca l ly, a diagram is a graphic shorthand. Though it is an ideogram, it is not
n e ce ss a r i ly an abst raction. It is a re p re s e n tation of something in that it is not the thing
i t s e l f. In this sense, it cannot help but be embodied. It can never be free of value or
meaning, even when it attempts to ex p re ss relationships of formation and their
p ro ce sses. At the same time, a diagram is neither a st r u c t u re nor an abst raction of
st r u c t u re. While it explains relationships in an arc h i te c t u ral object, it is not isomorphic
with it... The diagram is not only an explanation, as something that comes after, but it
also acts as an inte r m e d i a r y in the pro ce ss of generation of real space and time.67

Hen ce my modell ed city would be cl o s er align ed wi t h

“s i mu l ac ra” or “ph a n t a s m s ,” ra t h er than “cop i e s .”68 An d

t h en there is its tra n s i ti on from its repre s en t a ti on of a city

to being repre s en ted in the ph o togra ph (on the bi ll boa rd ) .

The tra n s form a ti on from the con c rete bl ocks to the

ph o togra ph ex p l ores a particular noti on of repre sen t a ti on.

In mentioning “representation” I am not suggesting that the

transformation – or photography – flattens or diminishes

the reality and dynamism of the concrete models. It is about

the attempt of each medium (blocks and photographs)

“tryi n g”to mimic each other. It is the attem pt of referen c i n g.

The photograph of the models do not represent the concept

l aden in the bl ock s , but ex presses its own bei n g. And each

en ga gem ent we have with the ph o togra ph and/or
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con c rete bl ocks affects new rel a ti on s . This inabi l i ty to say

what is ex act ly being ex pre s s ed , a ll ows the ph o togra ph

of the modell ed city in becoming other than itsel f . Th e

ph o togra ph expands and con tracts into many terri tori e s

but never folding to reveal the same basic ide a .

Secon dly, by ex h i bi ting a major porti on of Em p i re wi t h i n

the confines of an actual city – on a com m ercial bi ll boa rd

s i tu a ted along the Pri n ces Hi ghw ay en ro ute to the CBD –

requ i res the work to be vi ewed differen t ly. Vi ewing the

work comes down to having to abandon the “ i de a” a n d

“s p ace” of the city the way in wh i ch one knows of a n d

a ll ow for the vi ewing and seeing of this art work wi t h

m em ory and med i t a ti on . It almost requ i res one to for get

a specific city. It calls for one to first ex peri en ce and

contem p l a te Em p i re not as specific repre s en t a ti on of a

c i ty but to con tem p l a te it as an “a b s tracti on ,” an “ i de a” of

a city. So that wh en in the mom ent one spends time and

en ga ges with the image , the image rel a tes to the audien ce

not in terms of d i s t a n ce but in ex peri en ce – an ex i s ten ti a l

m om en t , an en ch a n tm en t .

E ach com mu n i c a ti on with the image of the modell ed

c i ty) itsel f s t a rts to bear its own idea and/or ide a l . Th e

ex peri en ce of the diagram of the city is thus purest now.

So in a stra n ge but pleasant way, the ph o togra phs of t h e

con c rete bl ocks move the “a t ten ti on” aw ay from the issu e s



of u rb a n i ty and the city, to one of com mu n i c a ti on

bet ween “su bj ect” and “obj ect” ; of n ego ti a ti n g the ide a

of ex i s ting within a city. It is the affect of the ph o togra ph

that deals not with the issues of u rban utopia or dys top i a.

Even if t h ere was no ph otogra ph at hand, but just the

cem ent bl ock s , its “pri m a ry ” and natu ra l i n ten ti on is

with the con d i ti ons of being with the bl ocks (and us),

n ever abo ut the city, l et alone an actual city.

Th i rdly, the manner in wh i ch Em p i re is displayed in –

both on the motorw ay and as a bi ll boa rd – make s

referen ce to Au g é ’s non place : the travell er ’s space ,

“s i gn” and “s em i o ti c s .” And also as the tra n s i ti onal space

that acts as the blu rred threshold bet ween the CBD and

the sprawling su bu rb s .

An o t h er aspect of the ex h i bi ti on of Em p i re is a secon d a ry

( doc u m en t a ry) site at Phatspace Gall ery in Darl i n ghu rs t .

P h a t s p ace wi ll host the ex h i bi ti on and install a ti on of t h e

con c rete modell ed city. This install a ti on wi ll serve as the

t h reshold bet ween the mac ro and the micro, taking the

a u d i en ce from one “ vi ew poi n t” of the city to another.

The ga ll ery wi ll also ex h i bit a large - format colour print of

the site of the bi ll boa rd . This is for doc u m en t a ry purpo s e s

but also assists in all owing the public to “ vi ew ” the work if

t h ey are not able to make their way to the site on the

Pri n ces Hi ghw ay.
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Perhaps the genuine qu a l i ty of Em p i re lies not solely in

the bi ll boa rd or in the ga ll ery install a ti on , but ra t h er is

l oc a ted in the ex peri en tial journ ey bet ween the two site s .

Navi ga ting thro u gh Syd n ey to vi ew and con sume the

work in its en ti rety is perhaps the true natu re of Em p i re.69

The bi ll boa rd and the ga ll ery install a ti on are but

“d i a gra m s ,” m ere road signs along the way.(See Plate 15)

Hen ce what em er ges from this body of work is not so

mu ch the last word , or the absolute attem pt to loc a te the

c i ty or to define it. It is more of a prom pt to recon s i der

the city that more of us have come to inhabit and occ u py

over ti m e . By prom pting journ eys back and fort h ,

t h ro u gh the ex h i bi ti on site s , the space of the city and

ti m e ; t h ro u gh the places and loc a ti ons all ac ross the

world and its loc a ti on in our minds, it is perhaps po s s i bl e

to ref l ect and con tem p l a te that the urban city is equ a lly

grand and pictu re s qu e . It is in the acc u mu l a tive ef fect of

Em p i re, the nego ti a ting of s p ace while travelling thro u gh

the city – with the con tem p l a ti on that the city, its skin,

can be be a uti f u l – that the moment of enchantment withi n

these faded walls can be sincerely felt and ex peri en ced .

END OF EMPIRE
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1 The first phase of m odern i ty was moulded by the indu s trial revo luti on .
The second wave of m odern i ty – or su perm odern i ty – is a produ ct
of the rise of el ectron i c s , gl obal travel and com mu n i c a ti on tech n o l ogy
as marked out by both Ma rc Augé andUl ri ch Beck .

M . Au g é , Non - P l ace s : In trodu cti on to an An t h ropo l ogy of
Su perm odern i ty, Tra n s . John Howe , Vers o, Lon don , 1 9 9 5 .

U. Beck , A . G i d dens & S. L a s h , Ref l ex ive Modern i s a ti on , Po l i ti c s ,
Trad i ti on and Ae s t h etics in Modern Social Order, Po l i ty Pre s s ,
Ca m bri d ge , 1 9 9 4 .

2 Au g é , op. cit. , pp. 5 6 - 6 0

3 This ch a pter argues and attem pts to define what a “l a n d s c a pe”
i m a ge is, or what defines “l a n d s c a pe .” This was tri ggered by a fell ow
ph o togra ph er wh o, u pon attending my solo show “ Ri s i n g” h eld at
Ku dos Gall ery in 2003, rem a rked at my abi l i ty to captu re what was
qu i n te s s en ti a lly “the anti - l a n d s c a pe image .” The term “a n ti - ” wo u l d
su ggest that I was not at all ph o togra phing the “l a n d s c a pe ,” but
c re a ti n g s om ething that was in con trad i cti on to it, or the oppo s i te
to what was unders tood as the “l a n d s c a pe” i m a ge . I am trying to
su ggest that there is no disti n ct divi s i on in my work , and that the
n o ti on that my work is of the “a n ti - l a n d s c a pe” is perhaps a little
i n acc u ra te and of f the mark .

4 J. Corn er, ( ed . ) , Recovering Landscape : Essays in Con tem pora ry
L a n d s c a pe Arch i tectu re, New York : Pri n ceton Arch i tectu ral Pre s s ,
1 9 9 9 , p. 2

5 R . Koolhaas & Ha rva rd De s i gn Sch oo l , Mut a ti on s, Bordeaux :
AC TAR & arc en rêve cen tre d’arch i tectu re , 2 0 0 0 , p. 3 1 0 .

6 R . Koolhaas & B. Ma u , S , M, L, XL. Office for Metropo l i t a n
Arch i tectu re, The Mon acelli Pre s s , New York , 1 9 9 5 , p. 1 0 3 7 .

7 “The Futu re of Asian Ci ti e s” in Asia Ma ga z i n e, May 1966, pp. 5 , 7 , 8 .

8 Koo l h a a s , S , M , L , X L, p. 1 0 2 1 .

9 Or down .

10 Koo h l a a s , Mut a ti on s, p. 3 0 9 .

11 C . Wa l d h ei m , “Aerial Repre s en t a i ton and the Recovery of
L a n d s c a pe ,” in Recovering Landscape : Essays in Con tem pora ry
L a n d s c a pe Arch i tectu re, New York : Pri n ceton Arch i tectu ral Pre s s ,
1 9 9 9 , p. 1 2 7 .

12 Corn er, op. cit., p. i x , x , 1 .

13 But we need to go beyond merely ren a m i n g, recon tex tualizing the
l a n d s c a pe . The whole en ti ty of l a n d s c a pe needs a “n ew ”n a m e :
l a n d s c a pe made up of open fields of grass and ro lling hill s :

“ L a n d s c a pe #1”;
l a n d s c a pe made up of m o torw ays , s kys c ra pers and sprawling su bu rb s :

“ L a n d s c a pe #2.”
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Th ey are sti ll dialecti c a lly bo u n d . The “tri ck” is to dec i ph er how to
e s c a pe this bi n a ry – the latter is of ten mistaken as a progre s s i on of
the con tem pora ry landscape . Maybe it is no lon ger to see
“ L a n d s c a pe #2” as oppo s i te , or a tra n s form a ti on from bei n g
“ L a n d s c a pe #1.” It is to see “ L a n d s c a pe #2” as its own model and
ori gi n a l . No amount of de s c ri pti on of “ L a n d s c a pe #2” with its urb a n
features is going to assist this project if I continue to mention
“Landscape #1” and how landscapes have “changed.” So let us abandon
the idea of “ L a n d s c a pe #1” for the purpose of this proj ect .

14 “Th ere is no word in Japanese for city or arch i tectu re until these
We s tern abstracti ons were introdu ced into its voc a bu l a ry, for bet ter
or wors e .”

G . Be k aert , “The Here a f ter of the Ci ty,” in Af ter- S prawl . Re s e a rch for
the Con tem pora ry Ci ty, Ro t terd a m : Nai Pu bl i s h ers , 2 0 0 2 , p. 1 0 .

15 D. C . Th orn s , The Tra n s form a ti on of Ci ti e s . Urban Th eory and
Urban Life, New York : Pa l grave Mac m i ll a n , 2 0 0 2 , pp. 2 .

16 i b i d ., pp. 2 - 4 .

17 The con cept of the city em er ged around 3000-4000 BC in the Ni l e
va ll ey and Me s opo t a m i a .

18 The images of the Manhattan skyline are so deep ly ingra i n ed is
because Manhattan is an island. Hen ce the met h od in wh i ch its
s kyl i n e has been ph o togra ph ed – ei t h er from the sea or from the air
– lends a sense of the “a b s o lute” u rban skyl i n e . Th ro u gh the va ri o u s
popular med iums of tel evi s i on , f i l m , and ph o togra phy, Ma n h a t t a n
has become one of the more recogn i s a ble skylines and citi e s . Th e
E m p i re State bu i l d i n g, the Kreys l er bu i l d i n g, the late Twin Towers ,
and the Broo k lyn Bri d ge - to name a few – have become cultu ra l
i con s , not just because of a rch i tectu ral sign i f i c a n ce or histori c a l
even t s , but also because they are part of what can be con s i dered on e
of the many ep i cen tres of power, wealth and cultu re .

19 Koo l h a a s , Mut a ti on s, p. 6 .

20 W. Peders en ,“ Pref ace ,” in Skys c ra per. De s i gns of the Recent Past and
for the Near Futu re, Lon don : Thames & Hu d s on , 2 0 0 3 , p. 6 .

21 But is of ten used this way.

22 Be k aert , op. cit., pp. 1 1 - 2 1 .

23 E . H ö wel er, “Vertical Now: The Skys c ra per at the beginning of t h e
21st Cen tu ry,” in Skys c ra per. De s i gns of the Recent Past and for the
Near Futu re, Lon don : Thames & Hu d s on , 2 0 0 3 , p. 8 .

24 N . Ta z i ,“ Fra gm ents of Net - Th eory,” in Mut a ti on s, p. 4 3 .

25 N o n - p l a c e s, according to Au g é , a re those ch a racteri s ti c a lly unspec i f i c
a reas that can on ly acqu i re and maintain a sense of i den ti ty, h i s tory
and rel a ti on via the pop u l a ti on that interacts with them . Non - p l ace s
a re found almost every wh ere and any wh ere – from corri dors to
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f reew ays , h o tel rooms to airport term i n a l s . These are the spaces that
wi tness everyd ay ri tuals and tra n s i ti on s . A ‘p l ace’ can be def i n ed as
h aving specific iden ti ty, l ocal history and anthropo l ogical rel a ti on s .
Su b s equ en t ly a ‘n on - p l ace’ is def i n ed in oppo s i ti on to these.
However, n ei t h er the ‘p l ace’ n or ‘n on - p l ace’ exists in pure form and
yet the two are in oppo s i ti on ; t h ey can never absolutely disappe a r
n or be thoro u gh ly establ i s h ed .

26 Rem Koo l h a s , Ma rc Augé and Wa l ter Ben jamin have all left me 
wi t h o ut a clear com preh en s i on of what the city re a lly is or has
becom e . Hon e s t ly, I have even less of an idea of what is a city now
than wh en I began this body of work . I on ce thought it was simply
an arch i tectu ral space I inhabi ted that con t a i n ed the work i n gs of
com m erce , i n du s try and cultu re : a “phys i c a l ” s p ace .

27 Be k aert , op. cit., p. 1 1 .

28 Iron i c a lly, it should be noted that Hong Kong has more skys c ra pers
than New York . If qu a n ti ty is the key here , t h en Hong Kong wo u l d
su rpass New York as the model city. And yet , Hong Kon g’s skyl i n e
remains less instantly recogn i s a ble than New York’s .

Peders en , p. 7

29 Now we can esti m a te the produ cti on ti m eline of a particular 
tel evi s i on series or movie depending on wh et h er the Twin Towers
a re vi s i ble in the panoramic shots: t h ere is a divi s i on of “pre - ” a n d
“po s t - ” Twin Towers .

30 M . A . Caws , ( ed . ) , Ci ty Im a ge s : Pers pectives from Litera tu re ,
P h i l o s ophy, and Film, New York : G ordon & Bre ach , 1 9 9 1 .

31 Be k aert , op. cit., p. 1 0 .

3 2 Ha rva rd Proj ect on the Ci ty, “ How to Build a Ci ty,” in Mut a ti on s, p. 1 1 .

33 K. Lynch, The image of the City, Cambridge: MIT Press, 1960, pp. 2-6.

34 “Memorialising the achievements of individuals,” and recording pieces
of memory have always been the public’s approach to photography, for
was it not Kodak that “rel i ed on selling (its) film as pro s t h etic mem ory,
encapsulated in their slogan:‘It’s a Kodak moment.’”

S . Son t a g, On Photogra phy, Penguin Gro u p, Lon don , 1 9 7 9 , p. 8 .

N . Mi r zoef f , An In trodu cti on to Vi sual Cu l tu re, Lon don : Ro ut l ed ge ,
1 9 9 9 , pp. 8 8 - 9 .

35 Son t a g, op. cit., p. 4 .

36 S . J. Hi gl ey, “A Ta s te for Shri n k i n g : Movie Mi n i a tu res and the Un re a l
Ci ty,” in Ca m era Ob s c u ra 4 7 , Vol 16, Nu m ber 2, Du ke Un ivers i ty
Pre s s , 2 0 0 1 .
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37 S . Koop s , “The Story of Arch i tectu re ,” Ca llum Morton . More talk
a bo ut bu i l d i n gs and mood, Syd n ey: Mu s eum of Con tem pora ry Art ,
2 0 0 3 , p. 2 0 .

38 E . Fa rrelly, “Ci ty Ta l k s . Arch i tectu re , Media and Fa s h i on ,” Syd n ey
Town Ha ll , June 1, 2 0 0 4 .

39 A Moebius (Möbiu s , or Mobuis) strip is a loop of p a per with a half
t wist in it. It is the discovery of the first on e - s i ded su rf ace and it
was establ i s h ed by A . F. M ö bius (1790 -1868). Som etimes it is 
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52 Obri s t , et . a l . , op cit., p. 9 .

53 S . Boeri , “On Some Pa radoxes in the Rel a ti onship bet ween
P h o togra phy and the Con tem pora ry Ci ty,” in Po s t , Ex , Su b, Di s .
Urban Fra gm en t a ti ons and Con s tru cti on s, Ro t terd a m : 0 1 0
Pu bl i s h ers , 2 0 0 2 , pp. 9 6 - 9 9 .

54 H o m e ( or aspects of) was showc a s ed at First Draft Gall ery, D rive - In
( Pen rith Regi onal Gall ery ) , Co ll ege of Fine Art s , Ku dos Gall ery and
P h o to Technica Ex h i bi ti on Space .

55 h t tp : / / w w w. ph o to tech n i c a . com . a u , Acce s s ed Aug 31, 2 0 0 4 . # 1 9

56 It should be noted that at this point of time of the re s e a rch , I was
p l aying the com p uter PC Game SimCity 4. It is a simu l a ted stra tegy
game that all ows you to build town , c i ties and metropo l i s e s , in the
roles of G od (forming the natu ral envi ron m en t : h i ll s , rivers and
p l a i n s ) , and Mayor / Ci ty Planner (zoning for re s i den ti a l , com m erc i a l
and indu s trial site s ) . The player has the ch oi ce of building the ide a l
m on ey-making mega - tropolis or the ulti m a te slum of dec ay.

57 As a technician making this model , h eble bri cks are afford a bl e , l i gh t
in wei gh t , easy to tra n s port and cut , p lus are re ad i ly ava i l a ble from
the local Mi tre 1 0 . Con ceptu a lly, it is re a lly a matter of using the
m a terial that IS the basis of the city – but whilst the actual “re a l ”
physical city is made from perfect ly cast con c rete panel s , co lu m n s
and the like s , I ’m looking for a materi a l i ty that isn’t qu i te so perfect .
The aera ti on makes the bl ocks brittle – not fra gi l e . This ch a ll en ge s
the noti on of s tu rdy and depen d a ble bu i l d i n gs that provi de safety
and shel ter. It gives of f the “po s t - a poco lypti c” l ook by acc i den t .
What I re a lly wanted was a simplified , a b s tract city, but the pock -
m a rks lend a sense of being tacti l e , and irregular/not perfect / h a n d
m ade , wh i ch in tu rn is the irony of the aera ted con c rete bl ock s . Th a t
it itsel f is mass-produ ced , but its redu cti on and simplificati on into
my city bl ocks is indirect ly cast by hand.

Wood would have me ch a ll en ging the history and theory of
a rch i tec u ral model making wh i ch I’d prefer to avoi d . G l a s s , or 
pers pex , would have driven me to bankru pc y, and would have
bro u ght to the foref ront the argument of priva te and pers onal 
versus public and ex po s ed . Metal would referen ce sci-fi heavi ly:
too minimalist, c re a ting an alien landscape .

58 De s p i te the fact that some bi ll boa rds are prom o ting ideas ra t h er
than produ ct , that their intent is for the gen eral good ra t h er than
cash – think Ben et ton – they are sti ll overt ly selling som et h i n g, we
m en t a lly rel ega te them as attem pt to manipulate our con s c i en ce
tow a rds the purchase of produ ct .

J. Bu d dl e , “Arti s t s’ Bi ll boa rds – An Ox ym oron ? ” in Arts Editor,
h t tp : / / w w w. a rt s ed i tor. com / h tm l / a pri l 0 0 / a pri l 0 0 _ bi ll boa rd s . s h tm l ,
Acce s s ed October 30, 2 0 0 4 .

59 Au g é , op. cit. , p. 7 9 .
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60 i b i d ., p. 7 9 .

61 Wh en you are driving along a motorw ay (or freew ay) in – for
i n s t a n ce – a car, you carry with you iden ti f i c a ti on . Your driver ’s
l i cense in your wall et and the car regi s tra ti on sti cker on the wi n dow
referen ce you as a qu a l i f i ed driver and iden tify that this car is
regi s tered to yo u . You drive along the motorw ay and there are all
these road signs ad d ressing yo u : “63km to Syd n ey,” “Wrong Way Go
Back ,” “Tu rn Left for Scenic Ro ute ,” “ Po l i ce Ta r geting Dri n k
D rivi n g,” “ 8 0 k m .” However, you are not driving in a bu bbl e , you are
d riving on the motorw ay along with many others . You now ex i s t
wi t h o ut a specific iden ti ty because nothing on this motorw ay is
ad d ressing you as the disti n ct indivi dual of who you are , but ra t h er
“ yo u” as part of the travelling masses that moves along the motorw ay
at any given day and any ti m e . L i ke the road signs that ad d re s s
everyone travelling on the motorw ay and at the same ti m e , no on e
in parti c u l a r.

62 Au g é , op. cit., pp. 8 6 - 8 7 .

63 i b i d ., pp. 8 4 - 8 5 .

64 It is here that ph o togra phy ’s paradox of being a “repre s en t a ti on of
re a l i ty ” is re a l i s ed . Even in “f i cti on ph o togra phy ” ( Ni n eteen t h
Cen tu ry misé-en - s cene and co s tu m ed poses) ulti m a tely becom e
“re a l i s ti c” in so far as it remains a historical fact that Ni n eteen t h
Cen tu ry bo u r geois people did put on co s tumes to pose for su ch
t a bl e a u x .

65 R . E . Som o l ,“ Du m my Tex t , or the Di a gra m m a tic Basis of
Con tem pora ry Arch i tectu re ,” in Di a gram Di a ri e s, Lon don : Th a m e s
& Hu d s on , 2 0 0 1 , p. 1 4 .

6 6 P. Ei s en m a n , Di a gram Di a ri e s, Lon don : Thames & Hu d s on , 2 0 0 1 , p. 8 .

67 i b i d ., pp. 2 7 - 2 8 .

68 i b i d ., p. 9 .

69 The establ i s h m ent of a web s i te wi ll aid in the understanding of t h e
work as well as provi de all nece s s a ry text and details of E m p i re ,
i n cluding a map bet ween the two site s . (See Plate 15)
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