
Critical Review of Practice - Daniel Simon 

From the fighting along the Israel/Gaza border, to the yet-to-be-built border wall between 

Mexico and the US to the will-they won’t-they hard border between Northern and the 

Republic of Ireland, borders are very much in the news. As Stefano Boeri would have it 

“Any careful study of our surroundings indeed reveals a multiplicity of borders, walls, 

fences, thresholds, signposted areas, security systems and checkpoints, virtual frontiers, 

specialized zones, protected areas, and areas under control” (Boeri, 2003, p52). However, 

at the same time, contemporary geographers are seeing a move away from physical 

borders into what Doris Bachmann-Medick terms “transnational networks” (Bachmann-

Medick 2016 p221), that is, with the increased movement of populations around the globe, 

the continuing diaspora, and the new, non-physical modes of social networking, borders 

are in many ways becoming less and less relevant. This was the background against 

which I decided to develop this project - a look at borders and liminal spaces. 

Over the course of this module, my understanding of the aesthetic and theoretical 

underpinnings of my work has increased enormously. I now understand that I photograph 

within the context of the idea of ‘deadpan’ and my ideas come from a long line of 

practitioners stretching from Dorothea Lange and Walker Evans to current artists such as 

Jason Lee and Dan Holdsworth. Furthermore, using ideas such as deadpan landscape 

photography I am able to convey the theoretical ideas surrounding borders and liminality 

gained from reading in the fields of sociology, anthropology and mythology. 

I discovered the idea of deadpan photography in a somewhat backwards manner. I began 

with work that I liked and tried to recreate the aesthetic without truly understanding its 

theoretical backdrop. I very much enjoy the work of skateboarder, turned comic actor, 

turned photographer Jason Lee. 
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Figure 1: Lee 2017. from A Plain View 

I have also loved the work of Ed Ruscha for many years, without entirely knowing why. 

Figure 2: Ruscha 1962. from Twenty-six Gasoline Stations 
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I tried to develop a similar, wide-angled, everyday subject aesthetic in my own work, such 

as this shot of an Emirati social club from my last portfolio: 

Again, I was not sure why I liked this aesthetic until I started reading about Roland Barthes’  

ideas about the separation of denotation (first order messages) and connotation (second 

order messages) (Barthes and Heath, 1977, p16) and Barthes idea that press photographs 

have “a weak signifier and a strong signified” (ibid P26) compared to the strong signifier 

and strong signified of advertising photographs. All of the photographs I enjoyed required a 

certain amount of inference on the part of the viewer to make the link between signifier and 

signified. This was central to my ideas about borders and liminality for this unit - with no 

textual clues other than the title, what would each photograph signify in terms of the 

subject matter? 

This was also the organisational factor for how I chose to sequence the photographs in the 

final portfolio - they would begin with the strongest link between the signifier and signified - 

the border between land and sea: 
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And end with the weakest link between signifier and signified - the off-shore maritime 

border, where there is nothing visible at all to show movement from national to 

international waters. 
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I also liked the symmetry of starting and ending the portfolio on what are two visually very 

similar photographs. 

Looking further into these ideas, I saw that much of my influence has come from what I 

have always termed Americana - photographs of American landscapes that amplify the 

wide-open spaces and emphasise the ordinary. Impressive as Ansel Adams’ work 

indubitably is, its subject - its signifier - has always been clear. I have always been more 

interested in the photography that stems from the many early attempts to document every-

day America, particularly by the Farm Security Administration and the work done by 

Dorothea Lange 

Figure 3: Lange 1938.  Tractored Out, Childress County, Texas 
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Marion Post Wolcott 

Figure 4 Post Wolcott 1939. Mosquito Crossing near Greensboro, Greene County, Georgia 

Gordon Parks  

Figure 5: Parks 1945. Prairie Land, Alberta, Canada. 
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and Walker Evans on its behalf. 

Figure 6: Evans 1936. Corrugated Tin Façade of Contractor’s Office Moundville, Alabama 

From these luminaries, I took the idea of the almost empty landscape, the weak signifier 

whereby the photograph is best understood once the photographer’s intent is known. 

However, at the same time, each of these photographs is incredibly beautiful. As Evans 

himself famously said, “literate, authoritative, transcendent” (Sontag 1979 p31). 

This influence traces onwards, through Robert Frank 

Figure 7: Frank 1955. Santa Fe, New Mexico 
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Stephen Shore 

Figure 8: Shore 1972.  US 89, Arizona, June, 1972 

Lewis Baltz 

Figure 9: Baltz 1992. Corso dei Lavoro, 1992 
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And Alec Soth, whose shot of what appears to be a simple house and trees beneath a 

wide sky is rooted further in Americana once the title contextualises it as being of Johnny 

Cash’s boyhood home. 

Figure 10: Soth 2017.  Johnny Cash’s boyhood home, Dyess, Arkansas 

I started to look more into the ideas of liminality and borders as represented in different 

disciplines. In The Power of Myth, Campbell speaks of the experience of visiting a sacred 

space: 

“I walk off Fifty-first Street and Fifth Avenue into St. Patrick’s Cathedral. I’ve left a 

very busy city and one of the most economically inspired cities on the planet. I walk 

into that cathedral, and everything around me speaks of spiritual mysteries. The 

mystery of the cross, what’s that all about there? The stained glass windows, which 

bring another atmosphere in. My consciousness has been brought up onto another 

level altogether, and I am on a different platform. And then I walk out, and I’m back 

on the level of the street again”. (Campbell 1991 p19) 

This lead me to think about how there can be borders of consciousness (though perhaps 

to a lesser degree) within our everyday lives. I identified the ‘learning environment’ border 

and the border between genders in a doctor’s waiting room, along with the carefully 

planned and orchestrated border that leads into a shopping mall – perhaps the closest we 

come to one of the great medieval cathedrals in this day and age. 
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I felt that, along with the shot of the airport border, these might provide some aesthetic 

variation in the portfolio as a whole. 

However, despite each of the photographs fitting into the overall brief and also showing 

varying levels of strength between signifier and signified, I ultimately felt that the rest of the 

portfolio was clearly weighted towards landscape/travel photography and these were just 

too different from the specific aesthetic for this particular project. Though it remains to be 

seen whether or not they will be usable in a broader context with textual support which is 

how is envisage my final project. 

The difference between place and space was central to my thinking in developing this 

project.  

“Within the conceptual framework of human geography, place embodies a sense of 

human familiarity and is seen, broadly, as either comforting or restrictive - or both. 

Space, on the other hand, is representative of geographical uncertainty and those 

areas which are unknown; it may be ‘read’ in similarly internally contradictory terms 

- that is, as either liberating and/or threatening” (Downey, Kinane and Parker 2016 

p10) 
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This idea that I would be photographing space rather than place meant I was able to look 

beyond the actual signifiers of borders themselves and also consider the idea of 

‘geographical uncertainty’ - the sorts of spaces that people might pass through without 

ever developing familiarity - liminal spaces. 

One of the things I was striving to achieve in this project was a sense of how borders and 

liminal spaces could be seen in terms of their effect on forward motion. Speaking of 

Eugène Atget in Geoff Dyer states about his photographs of steps, roads and 

passageways in Paris “they lead us deeper into the picture even as they Indicate a way 

out of and beyond it” (Dyer, 2012, p. 1757/4805).  

Figure 11: Atget 1901. Escalier - Hotel du Marquis de la Grange - 4er 6 Rue de Braque 
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Thus I aimed to show borders that halted progress: 

As well as those that transformed the journey: 
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The idea of deadpan photography was summed up for me in Charlotte Cotton’s excellent 

The Photograph as Contemporary Art. I was struck by the description of the work of 

Andreas Gursky: “we are not being asked to interpret the individual experience of a place 

or event. What we are given instead is a mapping of contemporary life governed by forces 

that are not possible to see from a position within the crowd” (Cotton 2016, p84). This was 

a step further in understanding what I was trying to do myself - a view of how the (primarily 

geographical and political) peripheries of human life can be seen in the landscape itself.  

Aron Vinegar raises the question as to the artistic merit of the deadpan. “Does the 

deadpan do any real work for us or is it a ‘dummy concept’ for something else we have 

trouble articulating about this stretch of photography? Is it merely a catch-all phrase for 

words such as straightforward, matter-of-fact, banal, ordinary, ironic and non-artistic? Or 

does it offer a philosophical and aesthetic depth which these descriptions 

cannot?”  (Vinegar 2010 p29) 

He goes on to argue that Ruscha’s work creates a Heidiggerian sense of equanimity in the 

viewer, which is a necessary precursor to understanding; it forces us to consider: “The 

deadpan attitude exemplified by Ruscha refuses to allow us to be too hasty in our 

categorisation of good, bad, best or worst objects or people in the world” (ibid p45). 

This is for what I was ultimately aiming in my project. As noted at the outset of this piece, 

the subject of borders is a current one and one which provokes much passion and much 

debate. I was aiming to raise questions without arousing emotions; to force consideration. 

Ruscha himself says that what he was looking for “Was a kind of ‘huh?’” (ibid p46). As 

Vinegar goes on to point out “to his credit, Ruscha never attempts to convert that ‘Huh?’ 

Into an ‘Aha!’” (ibid p46). 

As well as general and theoretical influences, there were also the influences of specific 

photographs. I have always throughly enjoyed the work of Joel Meyerowitz. Although 

mostly a street photographer, I have found that I have consciously brought to mind several 

of his shots when creating my own project. My opening shot of a peninsula of sand at the 

tip of the Hel Peninsula in Poland, for example, was directly influenced by the following 

Meyerowitz shot about which he said ‘I was frequently found myself attracted to water near 

water like this - a contained body of it next to its wildness in nature’ (Westerbeck 2014 

p58). Although my shot is not of a contained body of water, the composition and subject 

were nonetheless duly influenced. 
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Figure 12: Meyerowitz 1966.  Wales, Pool By The Sea 

Both the beginning and final shots in my project, both seascapes, were also directly 

influenced by a Meyerowitz shot of Cape Cod, about which he said ‘The view camera, with 

its great descriptive powers, is asked here to photograph almost nothing. Stand at the 

edge of the sea every day and allow yourself to be drawn in to the phenomenon of light 

over water”. (Westerbeck 2014, p120) 

Figure 13: Meyerowitz 1984. Blue Hour, Bay Sky. 
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These shots of the sea were also influenced by Boomoon Kwon 

Figure 14: Boomoon 1999.    from Boo Moon 

The shot of the airport runway above, was specifically influenced by Robert Frank’s shot of 

US 285 

Figure 15: Frank 1955.   US 285 New Mexico 

though as Geoff Dyer points out, this itself takes its place in a line that stretches back to 

Dorothea Lange and proceeds on through Garry Winogrand and Michael Ormerod to the 

present and, indubitably, far into the future. (Dyer 2012 p. 2511-2577/4805) 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This shot was taken at or near the border between Latvia and Lithuania  

It very much brought to mind the idea of artistic intention in conceptual art, be it 

Rauschenberg’s portrait of Iris Clert or Michael Craig-Martin’s Oak Tree - I lost map data 

on my phone as the bus approached the border, and there was nothing to delineate the 

actual movement from one country to the other. Thus, I took the photograph where I 

estimated the border to be. And realised that if I asserted that it was a shot of the border 

between Latvia and Lithuania, then that is exactly what it was. 

Figure 16: Rauschenberg 1961.   This Is a Portrait of Iris Clert If I Say So 
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Figure 17: Craig-Martin 1973.   An Oak Tree 

Other influences on my work were Bernd and Hilla Becher  

Figure 18: Becher and Becher 1972.   Industrial Façades 
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Which I had in mind when photographing the liminal space of Gdańsk’s working docks: 

And Thomas Struth 

Figure 19: Struth 1968.    Crosby Street, Soho, New York 
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Whose deserted and derelict-seeming streetscapes were at the back of my mind as I 

photographed the off-season village of Hel in Poland: 

In terms of positioning, this unit was started with a view to a final project which was to 

consist of a book combining photographs and text, with each chapter exploring a different 

aspect of the United Arab Emirates - a project that I started with the previous unit. 

However, my decision to return to the UK a year earlier than originally planned meant I had 

to reassess this idea. Charlotte Cotton suggests that deadpan photography is perfectly 

suited for gallery walls (Cotton 2016 p80) and this is a consideration. However, much of 

the photography about which she speaks has been produced by way of large-format film 

cameras. Mine has not, and thus if I am to entertain this as a possibility, I will need to look 

at the print quality when enlarged. Many of the photographs will be fine, but some have 

been taken on an iPhone - not a problem for small scale reproduction as was the original 

intention, but not ideal for enlargement. 

The idea of a photobook, ideally combining images with text (as my bachelors degree is in 

English literature with creative writing) is still foremost in my mind, though I will need to 

reassess the subject matter of the course of the next unit. To this end, I have been 

investigating similar concepts, and will continue to do so. Thus far, I have managed to get 

either physical or electronic copies of several similar texts; specifically City of Glass by 

Douglas Coupland, The Home Place by Wright Morris and The Emigrants by W. G. Sebald 

and will be losing in depth at how they combine text and images. Furthermore, I have 
�19



ordered copies of God’s Country and My People by Morris and Let Us Now Praise Famous 

Men by Agee and Evans to be delivered on my return to the UK. 

Ultimately, I am pleased with my increased understanding of the theoretical and aestheteic 

underpinnings of my work, but now intend to put these ideas to the fore in developing the 

next unit, rather than my current method of starting with the aesthetic appeal and working 

backwards to the theory. 
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