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ABSTRACT 

Nocturne: The Unsettling Beauty of the Night is an exegesis to accompany the 
exhibition Limen, a photographic-based research project undertaken in the 
suburbs of Darwin at night. This research has been made at a time of civic 
transition for Darwin, of high population growth and an ever-expanding building 
industry. My images for this project capture mundane suburban areas that most 
often go unnoticed. Overlooked and uninteresting by day, by night these spaces 
are transformed into nocturnal theatrical stages where viewers can write their 
own narrative. 

Like many artists who have used nocturnes as a theme in their work, I am 
interested in the shift in reality that accompanies nightfall - a time when human 
senses are heightened to create an otherworld. In the course of my research, I 
found that nocturnes mostly bring into play dramatic lighting and open 
narratives. My theatrical nocturnes are saturated with the artificial light of street 
lighting that in turn, distorts the space into a hyper-real scene. Drama is created 
in my images by the lack of physical human presence. This absence invokes a 
memory and/or a trace of people who are invisible and forgotten. Fantasy is 
further heightened by the absence of architectural thresholds. This research 
project is an aesthetic response to local architecture and the hidden social 
dramas of the suburbs, at night. 
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ORIENTATION AND INTRODUCTION 

"It is the coming of the night that sets the streets free. 
amid the dark shadows that lie beyond the arch of the 
streetlights, time is set adrift. .. night enhances and distorts 
the borders of imagination. . . The suburban landscape at 
night becomes a place of theatre, artificially lit, and a 
waiting stage, deserted by its performers. . . long exposures 
shift the colours away from the everyday and into the lurid 
world of dreams. . . A world less experienced than 
imagined." 1  

I have been photographing nocturnes for years: from illicit night adventures in 

Melbourne's Royal Botanic Gardens fifteen years ago; out of place couches 

stumbled upon in the wee hours of morning on inner-city suburban streets; and 

lonely country roads that seemed to go on forever into darkness. The lure of the 

night has long fascinated me. During hours temerariously wandering the streets 

at night, I became enraptured with the images I was instinctively drawn to 

photograph. Photographs of the night became, for me, a way to reflect the state 

of my own mind during years that I was often nocturnal. With a fascination of the 

otherworldliness of night springing from my psychological inner world, I became 

interested in finding the hidden. 

I often wondered why I was drawn to photograph a particular scene. Sometimes 

after the magic of developing and printing had taken place, elements I had not 

initially noticed became apparent. Every photograph held its own secret. My 

nocturnes contained something I could not quite put my finger on, something 

esoteric, an unnameable ambience. I became fascinated with the latent content 

of each image, studying each print in an attempt to unveil its hidden layers, as 

though my gaze would inevitably tell me what had passed or what was about to 

happen. There was a connection between the hidden axioms of the nocturnes 

and the shadowy recesses of my mind. 

1  Kimber, 2003, p. 27 



In this exegesis, I discuss the photographs I have made as part of my Masters 

studio research, titled Limen. Limen is a series of nocturnes taken in the suburbs 

of Darwin. The term Limen is defined as a 'threshold' which in psychological 

terms is the point at which a stimulus is of sufficient intensity to produce an 

effect. Limen can also simply refer to the threshold of a doorway or window, the 

area directly over the sill, neither inside nor outside, neither here nor there; the 

liminal zone. 

My photographs of suburban Darwin dwellings were made at a time of civic 

transition. Darwin is in its own liminal zone and attempting to re/define itself. 

With the second highest population growth recorded in Australia in 200708,2  

the current trend to develop more housing in the form of high-rise buildings and 

homogenised brick dwellings is slowly eating away at Darwin's distinct 

character. Darwin is no longer a quirky romanticised frontier town as Tony 

Clifton laments: 

Darwin today is not the city I saw such a long time ago. 
the inhabitants had built a much more solid city in 
anticipation of the next big blow. . . a white bread, nature 
stripped, inward looking, neat and clean haven for southern 
white migrants. . . The old hell-raisers have been 
supplanted by a stain of largely self-satisfied people kidding 
themselves that in their air-conditioned, wire-fenced and 
gated towers they are still somehow part of the Australian 
frontier. . 

The research I have undertaken as part of my Masters project stems from my 

interest in how everyday suburban spaces become other places altogether when 

night falls. A banal and overlooked area in the daytime can at night be both 

seductive and mysterious. My photographs focus on dwellings that I consider 

incongruent for Darwin's tropical climate and lifestyle: brick constructions with 

inadequate airflow for the tropics. From the street these concrete structures 

2  Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2009 
Clifton, 2006 
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have no visible entry, they are not welcoming or appealing. By night 

perspectives shift, brick walls become theatre backdrops, streetlights become 

stage lighting and the imagination can run wild. This night time view of Darwin, 

seldom seen, is what I wanted to capture. 

The scenes I photographed brought up several aesthetic dilemmas for me. The 

most intriguing was about that shift of reality that comes with the onset of night. 

But also of interest was the lack of architectural entry points - thresholds. For 

me, this represented the way that Darwin can be quite a closed society. 

My work embodies ideas of climatically inappropriate architecture and the 

romantic mythology surrounding the 'Top End'. Through my research, I reflected 

upon theatre, narrative, and the lack of physical human presence. These ideas 

cannot be written about in a chronological order because they interweave and 

play with one another. 

In Part 1 of this exegesis, I begin by writing about nocturnes, and discuss 

contemporary artists who use nocturnes as a theme in their work. This leads to 

a discussion in Part 2 about crossing thresholds into the theatre of night. I then 

move on, in Part 3, to explore the lack of physical human presence in 

contemporary photography, citing several contemporary photographers who 

document the urban condition. In Part 4, I discuss my work in reference to key 

themes covered in the exegesis focusing on the lack of architectural thresholds 

in my own photographs. 
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PART I 

NOCTURNES 

• .another picture altogether emerges at nightfall. At that 
hour a twilight world comes into being, a world of shifting 
forms, of false perspectives, phantom planes. There is 
something eerie, even disconcerting, about the process".4  

A nocturne is a musical composition that "evokes the unsettling beauty of the 

night".5  The term nocturns originally referred to a Christian night prayer around 

the fourth century.6  In the 18th  Century, the term nocturne was used to describe 

a piece of music specifically performed in the evening, much like a serenade. 

Later, in the early 19th  Century, the meaning of the term became more defined; a 

nocturne referred to a specific piece of music intended to be evocative of the 

night, in other words, a piece of music that would call forth the night.7  

In contemporary photographic terms, the word nocturne has been rather 

bastardised in its use to describe any photograph taken at night. When I 

consider what constitutes a nocturne, certain elements must be present: 

technically, a long exposure with no flash to utilise available light and more 

importantly, the image must exhibit a musical or theatrical atmospheric quality. 

Sarah Thornton (2004) claimed that photographic nocturnes must "bear witness, 

however tangentially, to the musical roots of the genre"8. Musical nocturnes are 

generally thought of as tranquil, quiet compositions, often mimicking sounds one 

hears at night. Likewise, the nocturnes I photographed around Darwin were 

quiet images. Sometimes a breeze was captured in a blur of foliage, and when I 

' Morrand, 2001 
Thornton, 2004 

6Around the fourth century, the term nocturnes was used to describe the midnight prayer of the 
night offices. Catholic encyclopedia 

Thornton, 2004 8 Thornton, 2004 



looked at the images I imagine I can hear the hum of the streetlights or the choir 

of crickets that kept me company while I made the photograph. 

Indeed, after the long shadows of late afternoon succumb to the evening, the 

streets transform: 

The night is the time where the everyday recedes, and 
this creates heightened awareness. . . like when one 
walks through the city or suburbs at night, the fear of the 
unknown and the darkness is ever present in the back of 
our minds. We are hyper aware of every sound, of every 
shadow and every surreal colour created by the street 
light or the moon. We look around for things that might be 
hiding from us, eager to know what it is we may be 
unknowingly walking into. 

There are many symbolic metaphors associated with the night: children are read 

fairytales where all sorts of frightening events happen after dark; the bogeyman 

comes out along with many other unsavoury characters that lurk in dark places. 

Children are not usually encouraged to play outside after dark. Therefore, the 

night has the potential to be the place that contains childhood frights and 

nightmares. It holds uncertainty and because of that it is also a place of intrigue. 

However, the night can also be a sanctuary for dreams and fantasy of a more 

positive nature, for example, of love and romance - where lovers meet for 

midnight trysts and moonlit adventures. The night can be a place of refuge or of 

freedom where one can play-out another reality. No longer under the bright and 

watchful gaze of the day, at night alter egos can surface. Thornton (2004) 

claimed the cover of darkness allows people to let their guard down, to be free 

of the confines placed on people everyday, to be free from judgement and 

mainstream society's conservative points of view.10  Darwin has the added 

element of heat, the days stiflingly hot and humid. Thus the night employs an 

opportunity for relief, to let go, relax and recuperate. This notion of freedom was 

a key inspiration for my night moves in photography. 

International Necronautical Society, 2001 
10  Thornton, 2004 
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Contemporary British photographer Richard Billingham's book Black Country 

(2003) contained two series of photographs taken in his hometown of Cradley 

Heath. One series captured the dreary village by day, laden with a sense of 

destitution, as though buildings may crumble at any moment, the town derelict. 

The other series, important to my work, captured Cradley Heath by night. 

U 
- :aiiuu—j :_ - 

1. Richard Billingham, Untitled, 2003, Colour lightjet print, 111cm x 136cm, (Billingham, 2003, 

unpaginated) 

To me, Billingham's daytime images embody a feeling of entrapment. The night 

images are filled with intrigue and offer a possibility of escape yet still contain 

feelings of helplessness. Many of the Back Country nocturnes have more than 

one plane; they contain a foreground, middle and background (fig.3) whereby 

the viewer can move through the images. There are openings in gates and there 

are crumbled down walls and pathways that suggest the possibility of an 



escape. The sky, lit by the city beyond, is evidence of another place beyond the 

frame and acts as a 'light at the end of the tunnel'. However to get to the light 

the viewer must travel a path through the unknown darkness first (fig.4). It is as 

if the viewer is afraid to venture, so he/she stays trapped. Billingham's nocturnes 

indicate to me the feelings he had for the place where he grew up, a place he 

wanted to escape. The ideas behind Billingham's photographs differ from my 

work. Rather than escape, my photographs of Darwin are about my desire to fit 

in, being unable to find a physical or psychological entry. Escapism though is 

present in my photographs in order to promote the myriad possibilities of the 

viewers' imagination. 

1 
--- 

2. Richard Billingham, Untitled, 2003, Colour lightjet print, 111cm x 136cm, (Billingham, 2003, 

unpaginated) 
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As with many photographic nocturnes, Billingham's use of saturated colours are 

seductive and draw the viewer in. The golden light romanticises the suburban 

landscape and the conflict that arises due to such idealisation intrigues me. 

These places are so drab by day but so beautiful by night, and yet underpinned 

by foreboding. Thornton (2004) claimed that musical "nocturnes are always 

conflicted. They are elusive and ambivalent, at once happy and sad, passionate 

and restrained."11  This equivocation is a major part of my work and the night 

provides the ingredients for such drama. 

11  Thornton, 2004 

N. 



PART 2 

THRESHOLDS 

The theatre, generally a night time activity, is often mentioned in discussions 

about photographic nocturnes: the scene is set, the stage is empty, the lighting 

sets the mood and the audience waits in suspense for the entrance of the 

protagonist. 

Rut Blees Luxemburg's book Leibeslied/My Suicides12  (2000) is a collection of 

photographs made around London with accompanying text. Luxemburg found 

her images by walking the streets late at night, seeking out "small theatrical 

spaces and gestures"13  She overlooked the huge face of public vistas preferring 

to find the intimate spaces where unknown private dramas might be played out 

secretly. 

Enges Bretterhaus/Narrow Stage (fig.5) appears as if it contains a stage within a 

stage. Luxemburg set up the shipping container for the writer, Alexander Garcia 

Düttman, who wrote accompanying "lovesongs" for Luxemburg's photographs. 

In response to this experience, Düttman wrote: 

96 you have entered a dark red box inside her picture, 
you are trapped in a compartment which protects and 
exposes you. . . she expects you to write about her new 
series of photographs, she wants you to install yourself 
right in the middle of the picture, a writer in residence, 
here is the stage she has prepared for you, she is asking 
you to perform, a shadowy light falls into your cubicle, it 
comes from the front where she is standing"14  

12  Leibeslied translated from German, means Iovesong 
13  Union Gallery, 1999 
14  Luxemburg & Düttmann, 2000, unpaginated 



Düttman compared his experience with being on stage, as if he was being 

directed by the photographer standing out the front. Nocturnes are 

collaborations between the photographer and the night. The night provides light 

and combined with the suburban scape it also provides form. These two 

elements certainly inspired me to create nocturnes. 

P1 
; 

J ,,4 

r 

14 
I  

3. Rut Blees Luxemburg, Enges Bretterhaus/Narrow Stage, 1998, Type c print, 150cm x 

180cm, (Luxemburg, R. & Düttmann, A. 2000, unpaginated) 

Kosmograd (2006) wrote that it was specifically the light in Luxemburg's 

nocturnes that turned the scenes into a "reality rendered artificial in the brief 

suspension of time".15  This led me to think about the theatre experience in my 

own work and how for a short time the audience has an opportunity to cross a 

threshold and step into the space that is the image. Time is suspended as the 

15  Kosmograd, 2006 
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viewer enters the long exposures of my photographic nocturnes in a similar way 

as it does in a theatre/cinema/concert hail. The poetic undercurrent running 

through nocturnes allow me, as a viewer, to step into the world I see in the 

photograph. The pictorial realisation of a nocturne takes an everyday space and 

turns it into a theatre of possibilities. These are places that seem familiar, yet 

they evoke a sense of displacement. it is in this liminal zone that one can exist in 

a place that is neither real nor entirely fictitious. 

Lighting is the key element in photography and some might argue the same for 

theatre. Pilbrow (1970) wrote: "Our lives revolve around the daily cycle of light 

and dark. Dark has an immediate subconscious and conscious impact upon us. 

Variations of light and shade affect neatly every move we make."16  The 

decisions made by the lighting director affect the audience in a subliminal way 

more than any other element of a production. The lighting of a nocturne has the 

ability to do the same. 

Long exposure times are required when making a night photograph in order to 

saturate the image with light and colour. Time soaks up the hue of suburban 

street lamps imbuing the colour with lucidity beyond what is seen with the naked 

eye. Some night scenes appear as though they could not possibly be true to life, 

that they could only be a dream, a surreal painting or indeed a theatre set. But 

no matter how long the shutter stays open and how much colour seeps into the 

scene, there is likely to be darkness lurking somewhere acting as a contrast. 

The dark background frames the pooling of streetlights as the scene softly 

emerges into a dramatic set. This darkness can also explain the comparisons 

often made between photographic nocturnes and Film Noir17. But unlike Film 

16  Pilbrow, 1970, p11  
17  Translated from French literally as "black film", film noir was a cinematic medium that began in 
the 1930's and continued until the 1960's. Styled with a dark and shadowy outlook these films 
were fatalistic, pessimistic, or cynical in mood and often dealt with urban crime and corruption. 
Unusual camera angles, close ups and shadowed lighting were devices used to add drama. 
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Noir, the "anthipathy of light and dark [in noctures] has never been about about 

good and evil, but fact and fiction, objectivity and subjectivity".18  

4. Rut Blees Luxemburg, Die Ziehende Tiefe/The Wandering Depth, 1999, Type C print, 150cm 

x 240cm, (Luxemburg, R. & Düttmann, A. 2000, unpaginated) 

The ethereal tones and softness of light seen in Die Ziehende Tie fe/The 

Wandering Depth (fig.6) have a heavenly quality. The ghostly reflections on the 

water add to the dream-like feel. Ideas of death and re-birth come to mind, as do 

ideas of being suspended forever in a liminal space, wandering for eternity. 

18  Thornton, 2004 
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5. Rut Blees Luxemburg, Versuch die Betorung/Atternpt of Seduction, 1999, Type C print, 

160cm x 150cm, (Luxemburg, R. & Duttmann, A. 2000, unpaginated) 

Düttman (2000) compared the brick wall in Luxemburg's Versuch die 

BetOrung/Attempt of Seduction (fig. 7) to a screen. The shadow of branches can 

be seen as an image within an image, adding that the shadow would never have 

been visible without the enduring attention of the camera. The effect is a 

"calligraphic theatre of shadows. . . a dream sequence in which the eye moves 

along the imaginary path of a forest, the swaying branches and the trembling 

13 



leaves filtered through fog."19  Düttman wrote as if he was experiencing a 

narrative journey of sorts, as though the image was transporting him to another 

place. Just as nightfall shifts the reality of a place, theatre has the same effect 

on the audience as they are transported into the 'reality' of the story. 

6. Mark Kimber, Moonrise Over Airport, 2008, Giclee print, 68 x 68 cm, (Stills GalLery, 2009) 

19  Luxemburg & Duttmann, 2000, unpaginated 
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Australian photographer Mark Kimber has photographed the night time borders 

of suburbia in several of his photographic series. Kimber is compelled to find 

"situations where the play of light, form and landscape converge in time and 

space to create an elusive and ephemeral piece of theatre."2°  The Edge/and 

series (2008) captured the outskirts of Port Adelaide where Kimber grew up. 

The sky in Moonrise Over Airport (fig.8) looks as though it is a projection on the 

background of a stage. The vast skies in Kimber's work leads the viewer to 

anticipate a dramatic score that could direct great sweeping clouds across the 

sky. There are few clouds in Kimber's photographs, however the emptiness 

present in many of his images echo a sound that is yet to be made, like the 

silence before the orchestra strikes the first note. 

Lighting, a most important factor, can guide the artist when choosing sites to 

photograph. Three spotlights illuminate the central area of the scape in Moonrise 

Over Airport, directing the viewer's gaze, as though a scene will be played out 

there. The lone streetlamp in the background bathes a second area in softer 

light, where a subplot might take place. Kimber has set the scene for many 

stories to unfold. 

The idea that the viewer can make up a story about each scene is also an 

important link to the idea of theatre. When the curtain is drawn on the tong 

afternoon shadows, the stage is set for another drama to play out. Under the 

cloak of darkness the streets become a stage where the audience can be both 

actor and director to determine what will happen in the next act. Further, most 

photographic nocturnes do not contain human figures, leading to endless 

possibilities of different and individual narratives, giving each viewer the 

opportunity to write a story, to enter the image and allow the projection of 

imagination, memory and fantasy. 

20 Stills Gallery, 2009 
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PART 3 

EMPTY SPACES 

Artist and academic Anne Ferran wrote that most of the contemporary 

photographs she is drawn to are images where "against expectation, there is 

nobody there. There are rather a lot of them, amounting almost but not quite to a 

phenomenon."21  She claimed that "not since the first years of photography in 

fact - all those bustling city streets rendered empty of life or peopled with ghosts 

by the slowness of the apparatus - has the idea of human presence been so 

separated from its visible, verifiable reality."22  

This is an interesting point, as many photographic artists in Australia and 

abroad, whose work is concerned with suburban spaces, make images that do 

not contain human inhabitants. Whistler stated about his nocturnes: "Darkness 

needed no figures, but yielded up its own."23  The residue of human presence 

though, is strong in many nocturnes. They are after all, appropriations of 

everyday places, and although these places might appear mundane they are 

ripe with possibilities. 

Nocturnes have the ability to capture the ambivalence of the urban condition. 

They illustrate the interstitial spaces of the suburbs, spaces that by day appear 

dead, empty, banal. They emphasise the dislocation and sense of separation 

that comes with inhabiting such spaces.24  

21 Ferran, 2002 
22 Ferran, 2002 
23 Weintraub, 1974 
24 Kosmograd, 2006 
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Nocturnal photography speaks powerfully about the 
banality at the edges of urbanity, the transient nature of 
human activity. . . People are almost never present in 
these images, but their mark is everywhere, in the parked 
car, the office bright with fluorescent strip lights, or the 
trail of taillights forming ribbons of light. Every picture is 
about someone who has left.25  

7. Mark Kimber, Suburban Nights 3, 2002, Giclee print, 100cm x 100cm, (Stills Gallery, 2009) 

25  Kosmograd, 2006 
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Kimber deliberately excluded the people that inhabit the places he photographed 

in both his Suburban Nights (2002) and Edge/and (2008) projects. Utilising the 

twilight to capture his ambiguous images, the shifting atmospherics of the 

evening made for eerily colour saturated un-peopled scenes. The absence of 

human figures allows the viewer to meditate on a stillness that is "free from the 

distraction of the human figure our eye would be hopelessly drawn to".26  For me, 

the most successful nocturnes are those ones that do not contain people; the 

lingering threat of human presence maintains an air of tension. 

These empty photographs convey a feeling that people are becoming more out 

of touch with the world and their surrounds, in other words, displaced. 

Photographic artists are attempting to speak about disconnection with place, 

about a lack of place within the world, about alienation and a general sense of 

desolation often linked with suburbia. Generally speaking, in contemporary 

Australian society people move from house to house due to financial, 

employment and education reasons. Feelings of alienation are furthered by 

Government control. People can vote, but it doesn't seem to change things. 

People protest, but their voices are not heard. Nevertheless it seems that the 

small person, the individual, is disappearing. These ideas support Ferran's 

suggestion that perhaps all these empty photographs are a way of "anticipating 

our own disappearance, figuring our reality as time past, our future as a time 

peopled by ghosts"27. 

The idea of the individual disappearing is mirrored in the homogenised housing 

designs presented in many new Australian suburbs. In a preview of 

Luxemburg's 2008 photographic installation, Robert Clarke wrote that 

Luxemburg's images hold a "mirror up to our environment and poses the 

question: is this the created landscape we chose to live in?"28  This is a question 

26  Cook, 2008 
27  Ferran, 2002, p. 5 
28  Clark, 2008 
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I have put to myself at times whilst moving through Darwin's suburban 

landscape. 

Australian photographer and factory worker Glenn Sloggett photographed what 

he believed to be a dismal failure of our society: the suburbs. His images are 

mostly un-peopled and attempt to capture the irony of Australian suburban 

communities (fig.1O). His work touches on the idea that the suburbs were initially 

dreamt to be a safe haven for families, the creation of happy communities, social 

19 



interaction and communal activity. But Slogett believed that these places have in 

fact alienated people from one another, creating walls and divisions between 

neighbours.29  This in turn has created unused spaces within the everyday 

environment; it is these spaces that I have sought out to photograph. 

Moreover, people are never present in Billingham's images of Cradley Heath. 

The desolation he captures makes the scene appear as if no one has visited the 

site for years. The Black Country nightscapes don't offer any physical 

representation of the people that inhabit these dark places. These are images of 

a heavily industrialised area, a dreary and depressed landscape of dilapidated 

brick architecture and unkempt grass, a village with a look of abandonment. 

There are so few signs of life it is as if no one lives there anymore. Sometimes 

there is a car parked in the dark, but rarely anything else, not even a piece of 

rubbish. Billingham's scenes are of a ghost town. 

Rut Blees Luxemburg's photographs in Liebeslied/My Suicides (2000) are also 

un-peopled, and although these images contain a less threatening atmosphere3°  

than The Black Country photographs, they still manage to embody a sense of 

mortality. The broken down derelict facade of Heimsuchung/Affliction (fig. 11) 

sings a sad song of neglect and age. The dwelling has a look of exhaustion 

about it, appearing as a face that has closed its heavy eyelids for the final time, 

the end of a life. 

Luxemburg's work is more textural than The Black Country and Limen. Apart 

from the obvious coarseness of Heimsuchung/Affliction, she commonly captures 

the subtle textures and reflections of water in her work leading to a broader 

subject matter. 

29 Sloggett, 2003, p80 
30 Perhaps with the exception of Heimsuchung/Affliction, fig.11 
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9. Rut Blees Luxemburg, Heimsuchung/Affliction, 2000, Type C print, 150cm x 180cm, 

(Luxemburg, R. & Duttmann, A. 2000, unpaginated) 

The Liebeslied photographs that contain water (fig. 6 & 12) have associations 

with birth, re-birth, relaxation and cleansing, giving the viewer an opportunity for 

repose in the solitary atmosphere. Luxemburg found her places to photograph 

by walking around London late at night, often alone. The solitary act of finding 

these spaces endowed the work with a certain seclusion created by heading 
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away from the street and finding the hidden spaces and secret dramas that 

happen beyond the surface of the everyday. 

10. Rut Blees Luxemburg, Nach Innen/In Deeper, 1999, Type C print, 150cm x 180cm, 

(Luxemburg, R. & DOttmann, A. 2000, unpaginated) 

Many un-peopled photographs maintain a strong air of human presence. They 

create an opportunity to tell a story of what has just happened or what may be 

about to occur. The images I have found and photographed for Limen are 

ambiguous enough that viewers are able to make up their own narrative. But 

other artists who make peopleless photographs rely more on the objects within 

the image to invoke humanity. 
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Malaysian artist Simryn Gill in her large body of work, Dalam (2001), 

photographed the interior of more than 200 homes in Malaysia. The occupants 

are not present in the photographs, but through their belongings their presence 

is felt immensely. It is the objects in each room that tell the stories of the people 

that normally inhabit these spaces. Each image is in fact a portrait. 

11. Simryn Gill, Da/am # 45, 2001, 

Type c print, 23.5 x 23.5cm, (Gill, 2002, 

unpaginated) 

12. Simryn Gill, Dalam#16, 2001, 

Type C print, 23.5 x 23.5cm, (Gill, 2002, 

unpaginated) 

In Gill's images, not only are the occupants of the house absent from her 

photographs, so is the photographer herself. It appears as though she has 

stopped short of entering the room, thereby not imparting any of her self into the 

photographs.31  Gill stands on the threshold. The rooms speak silently, but in 

volumes, of the people who live in them. We are given an abundance of visual 

information, however none of it relies upon actual human presence within the 

image. It is through this absence of human form that a presence is felt even 

more strongly. The viewers fill the void that is left by the absence of the 

inhabitant: "we become the occupiers".32  However, in reality viewers are outside 

31  Gill, 2002 
32  Gill, 2002 
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each space, because they are merely viewing them as a photograph they are 

still detached, they are "on the outside looking in"33. Gill's work is often about 

identity and place, and these images could allude to her feelings of being an 

outsider within her own culture.34  

The majority of the images in Dalam are shot straight on. The camera has been 

placed at an angle where walls and ceiling lines are close to parallel, there are 

rarely converging angles and everything is square in the composition. This was 

an important element when making my work; that is, every dwelling was 

photographed from the same perspective being directly in front of a flat brick 

wall. Gill's photographs have been taken from the same height and seem as 

though the camera was only barely within the room. The viewer is neither inside 

nor outside, thus hovering in liminal space, on the threshold of being inside, yet 

at the same time being an outsider. This deliberate setting of the composition to 

be the same throughout all the photographs is a device to ensure the majority 

the rooms are documented in a fair and equal manner. The artist is not wishing 

to impart any of her own judgements about the rooms, or the people whom 

inhabit them. Every room is treated with an equal hand. Like Gill, I employed a 

one-point perspective when I made my photographs for Limen to give them 

continuity. 

My photographs don't contain figures, and this plays an important part when 

considering the work. There is a feeling of uncertainty present within my images, 

it begins with the simple question of "what am I looking at?" Therefore, in asking 

an audience to look at my photographs it leads them to begin to wonder where 

the people are, and even start to look for them within the image. Not only are 

people absent from these photographs, in some of the images in Limen, there 

appears to be no immediate trace of people at all. 

Gill, 2002 
34  Although Gill is Malaysian born she now spends the majority of her time in Australia. 
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PART 4 

THE LIMEN PHOTOGRAPHS 

For over fifteen years my photography practice has worked in two distinct 

genres. First the environmental portrait that focused on my closest friends, 

people I consider to be family. These black and white portraits provided 

nourishment that enriched my life. My best photographs captured the richness of 

certain moments and recorded for posterity people who are no longer in my life. 

I remember a time when I always had a camera at hand and used it so often that 

my friends stopped noticing, the result is that the portraits contain very little 

artifice. 
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13. Fiona Morrison, Tim (befote the break down), 2000, scan from B&W negative 
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14. Fiona Morrison, Delaney's Hat, 1994, scan from B&W negative 

The second focus of my photography has been the recurring images of 

seemingly empty urban environs: derelict buildings, empty rooms, hallways, 

stairwells, and abandoned schoolhouses, the unused or neglected spaces of 

everyday life. These places appeared to contain nothing special, but the hidden 

possibilities of meanings were abundant. Having divided my time for several 

years between city and country, such uncanniness was all around in different 

forms; abandoned country shacks to uninhabitable inner city terraces. These 

places spoke to me through their strange familiarity. But due to their emptiness 

they had become almost unknowable. I was drawn to photograph these spaces 

at times of inbetween-ness, in the midst of slow change. 

The history of those places I could never really know, nor could I know what 

might eventuate after I left. My understanding of the place was developed from 

the time I spent there, and it was possible for me to imagine all sorts of 

happenings. These works were an expression of self during times when I 
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struggled to find my place in the world. As a person who knew little of my 

biological history, I fought to live in the moment and not think too heavily of past 

or future. 

The common thread between these two practices, apart from them both being 

shot in black and white, is that all the images were found photographs; they 

were not set up. I photographed what I found how I found it. I have always 

worked from instinct, being drawn to photograph a scene but not finding it 

necessary to verbalise why. My practice has always functioned this way. I work 

from intuition and photograph scenes that resonate. Why they impress me is a 

mystery perhaps unravelled by an astute study of the images, but it is the 

mystery of each image that keeps me looking at them. 

When I moved from Melbourne to Darwin in 2000, the change in geography 

transformed my work. My first attempts at environmental portraiture left me 

disappointed. Black and white film did not do Darwin justice, it was much more 

colourful than Melbourne, so I started working with colour transparency film. My 

subject matter of abandoned buildings and derelict houses was also forced to 

change. The scale and relative newness of Darwin meant that I did not find the 

same type of architecture; there were no abandoned city buildings silently 

waiting to be demolished or gentrified. What I found was a city at odds with 

itself, a city that did not make the most of its own climate. 

Upon my arrival I noted two distinct housing designs. The one that grabbed my 

attention immediately were the elevated houses that were commonly built 

between the 1950's and the 1970's.35  These houses used basic principals that 

made the most of the tropical climate: full-height banks of Iouvres along with an 

elevated position to catch the breeze and metal cladding that didn't retain heat 

after the sun retired. It was these open, elevated houses with louvres that I 

immediately noticed upon my arrival, where it felt like the outside was inside and 

35  Carment, 1996, p88 
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the inside was often moved outdoors in order to make the most of the climate. 

However, with the new building materials that appeared in the 1970's and the 

availability of air-conditioning, those characteristically Darwin houses began to 

disappear36  to make way for a new and unsuitable style of housing, commonly 

coined as the 'sweatbox'. And to my surprise, it was the enclosed sweatboxes 

that stuck in my mind. 

Darwin had been all but destroyed twice, once in WW2 and again in 1974 when 

Cyclone Tracy almost blew the town away.37  The disaster of Cyclone Tracy 

escalated the trend towards concrete building materials. "New 'Tracy trauma' 

houses, not well suited to tropical living and constructed like small fortresses"38  

began appearing. "The emphasis [was] on the use of masonry and precast 

concrete. . . louvred windows gave way to isolated glazed panels. . . planning 

became more cellular and claustrophobic"39. The main concern was to rebuild 

Darwin quickly and in such a way that it would withstand another big blow. Unit 

blocks fell into a similar category: "Many blocks of flats and home units. . . have 

not been sensibly designed, being ugly and impractical and sometimes very 

exposed to the fierce afternoon sun."40  I soon realised that it was this lack of 

design aesthetic that against expectation, I was becoming attracted to. This 

appeal was not based on beauty, but rather surprise and curiosity about designs 

that I considered incongruent. 

36 Harris & Welke, 1982, p17  ' Cyclone Tracy's hit Darwin on Christmas Eve 1974. 70% of Darwin's buildings were 
destroyed. By January 1975 the population was little over 10,000 from its original of 49.000. Re-
building Darwin after Tracy was a massive task. By September 1975 not one single new house 
had been completed even though contracts had been signed for the construction of 2000 new 
homes four months earlier. It took three and a half years, and the additional assistance of the 
housing commission to re-build Darwin to the point that the city and its Northern suburbs could 
house Darwin's pre-cyclone population 
http://www.ntlib.nt.gov.au/tracy  
38 Harris & Welke, 1982, p17 
39  Harris & Welke, 1982, p17  40 Carment, 1996, p92  
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My exhibition, Limen, at least, is a response to this 1970's onwards architecture 

and to the difficulty I found in feeling accepted within Darwin's community. 

Darwin has regularly failed to seize the unique design opportunities the climate 

provides. Many of the dwellings I have photographed for my research were built 

in years of great change following Cyclone Tracy, a time when the future of the 

city was unstable, when many people left never to return. Darwin is again in the 

midst of great change. Striving to keep up with an expanding population, new 

housing estates and suburbs crop up while previously under-utilised sites are 

developed into cosmopolitan tourist attractions, new marinas and high-rise 

housing. Darwin's struggle to define itself leaves it hanging in a liminal space; 

attempting to retain the romanticised relaxed lifestyle that locals and visitors 

love, yet striving to mature into a vibrant cosmopolitan city.41  

I found a curious analogy between Darwin's architecture and its population. 

Although people seemed very friendly, easy-going and open upon first 

introduction, I felt that circles were close-knit and difficult to break into. Perhaps 

this was a result of people departing so regularly; leaving the stayers fearing the 

loss of someone they had grown to love. As a result, some locals became 

suspicious of newcomers and did not easily open up.42  

In coming to terms with living in Darwin, my art practice stood still for a long 

while. I struggled to capture feelings of the unhomely in my images, until one 

night, riding my bicycle through Nightcliff, I saw a beacon (fig.15). 

41  The slogan for the current Northern Territory tourism campaign is "Darwin. Rich in history. 
VibraNT in life." See Darwin tourism campaign Share Our Story 
http://en.travelnt.com  
42  Roberts & Young, 2008 
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15. Fiona Morrison, Nightcliff, 7:08pm, from series Limen, 2007, Lambda print on 

aluminium panel, 120cm x 80cm 

As though signaling for attention, the sight of this wall made me stop and watch. 

Initially I was seduced by the orange glow, the entire wall awash with warmth, 

but as I kept observing it seemed as though some drama might be about to 

happen, so I waited. The seed was planted for Limen and I knew immediately 

that I was going to come back and attempt to capture what I had experienced. 

In the time it took for me to take that first photograph on Bougainvillea Street, I 

had started noticing various other dwellings that stood out. Some were 

distinguished by the choice of building materials such as bessa blocks, creating 

gaps for breezes to flow through (fig.16). Others distinguished themselves by 

their unusual light (fig.15) and some stood apart in their unusual designs (fig.17). 

There was a plethora of dwellings made with materials and designs that I had 

not come across before moving to Darwin, but most engaging for me were the 

dwellings that appeared to have no visible entrance from the street (fig.18). 
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16. Fiona Morrison, 2007, Digital photograph 
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17. Fiona Morrison, 2009, Digital photograph 

31 



18. Fiona Morrison, Nightcliff, 10:17pm, 2007, from series Limen, Lambda print on aluminium 

panel, 120cm x 80cm 

The conflict that arose from viewing these houses with no apparent entrances 

created the feeling of unhomeliness I wanted to express in my work. The lack of 

human presence added to the sense of displacement I had been feeling. This 

architecture, not unusual to Darwin but unsuited, is shown unfixed in time and 

space, floating outside the everyday. The familiar is blurred in such a way that it 

becomes foreign; it disrupts the understanding of home as a safe, warm, familiar 

place, rendering the space unhomely. Banal by day, at night the scenes appear 

surreal. The night warps all feelings of reality and offers a depth that contradicts 

the true physicality of the scene itself. 

These overlooked and unnoticed spaces operate within the gaps of everyday 

life; these are places that are potentially passed by everyday without really being 

noticed. Roberts and Young (2008) wrote about Darwin's lack of social memory, 

claiming that due to the high level of population turnover, first hand memories of 
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Darwin's history have been forgotten.43  The exterior of the dwellings I 

photograph are places that may have once been noticed by someone, then 

forgotten, perhaps re/discovered by someone else, but eventually lost again due 

to the high turnover of residents. They forever exist in a liminal space and time, 

neither now nor then. Through my photographs I have recorded these forgotten 

spaces to be remembered. 

19. Fiona Morrison, Wanguri, 11:24pm, 2007, Lambda print on aluminium panel, 120cm x 80cm 

The photographs sometimes contain a remnant of human inhabitation: in 

Wanguri, 11:24pm (fig.19) a single piece of rubbish lies discarded in the gutter; 

a garden hose snakes its way from the tap then disappears into the grass and 

reappears over the brick wall; providing evidence of someone caring for the 

garden. Displaced objects are left outside by the occupants, like the jerry can in 

Nightcliff, 10:17pm (fig.18), but the scene is still, empty of people. Yet with all 

' Roberts & Young, 2008 
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the emptiness, human presence is tangible. In Nightcliff, 7:08pm (fig.15) a 

stationary car sits in the foreground, threatening the return of its occupant. 

These nocturnes contain an "ambience of muted mystery, of peace mingled with 

loneliness".44  All of these areas are places that are seen on a day-to-day basis; 

they are passed by as people walk the streets or park their cars. They are not 

unused spaces, but they are non-places, they exist in the daytime for one 

reason or another, no matter how trite the purpose. But after dark, the poetic 

mystery of the night is revealed and the commonplace becomes a zone where 

meanings accumulate. 

My photographs undermine the romantic representation of Darwin as exotic and 

a 'paradise'. There is only a small record of the tropical vegetation one might 

expect to find in Darwin; there is no representation of tropical architecture; there 

is little to illustrate the open-aired outdoorsy lifestyle many of the population 

revel in. Instead there is a stage that could be anywhere and everywhere, in any 

city or suburb, displaced. My images represent the antithesis of the idealised 

Darwin and yet they are a timely document of the city's current position in time 

and space. 

"Nocturnes share secrets, revel in the uncanny and allow the repressed to rear 

its intriguing head."45  The night allows the prosaic folds of the day's fabric to fall 

away, to expose the alter egos of the city's inhabitants, or indeed, the city itself. 

Not only do nocturnes offer relief from the daytime's expected and acceptable 

behaviour, but in Darwin, they also offer relief from the persistent heat of the 

day. The tedium of day-to-day existence slides for a short time, opening up 

possibilities for night encounters and adventures, unveiling a parallel or 

underworld where secrets might be revealed and new perspectives are possible. 

My nocturnes call attention to details that in the bright light of day would be 

overlooked or disregarded. 

' Prideaux, 1970, pill. 
' Thornton, 2004 
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Limen investigates these overlooked and everyday places as a form of theatre. 

The night's breeze conducts the foliage as it sways to an unknown melody, 

composing blurs of saturated colour created by the glow of streetlights. The 

anticipation of the unknown creates a tension not unlike being in a theatre or 

cinema. The photograph becomes a stage set; the brick wall, ever present, 

becomes the stage backdrop; the ground is the actor's platform where the 

players could appear at any moment. Every image is soaked in unrealised 

potential of what could be about to happen. 

Nocturnes are about the suspension of disbelief. They are about faith, not proof. 

The spaces I have photographed give the viewer time to consider the image and 

allow their imaginations to be inspired. The colours resonate and draw the 

viewer in, seduced. The hyper-real hues add to their theatrical quality. The 

viewer has the opportunity to create their own narrative, enthralled by the 

possibilities, one waits, transfixed, anticipating the protagonist's entrance. 

Colour has a strong effect on the psyche and assists in setting a scene. The 

Limen nocturnes contain a variety of colours, some of which dramatically 

influence the reading of the image. I have not deliberately chosen a particular 

palette to emphasise throughout the work unlike Luxemburg's Liebeslied 

photographs which do contain a rather limited palette mostly consisting red and 

yellow tones. These two strong, contrasting colours attempt to beautify what 

might be otherwise ugly in the harsh light of day and deliberately imbue the 

images with a warm romantic quality that reflects the title of her work, Liebeslied 

(Lovesongs). 
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20. Rut Blees Luxemburg, Ein Mädchen aus 

Fremde IA girl from elsewhere, 2000, Type 

C print, 150cm x 180cm, (Luxemburg, R. & 

Düttmann, A. 2000, unpaginated) 

_ww 
21. Rut Blees Luxemburg, Liebesliedl 

Lovesong, 1997, Type C print, 150cm x 180cm 

(Luxemburg, R. & Düttmann, A. 2000, 

unpaginated) 
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22. Richard Billingham, Untitled, 2003, Colour lightjet print, 111cm x 136cm, (Billingham, 2003, 

unpaginated) 
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Likewise, Richard Billingham also uses reds and golds in many of his Black 

Country photographs but the atmosphere is altogether more sinister. His sickly 

palette of bilious yellows (fig. 22) and blood reds (fig. 23) are almost violent in 

their tones. The colours in Black Country speak volumes about Billingham's 

dislike for Cradley Heath. 

23. Richard Billingham, Untitled, 2003, Colour Iightjet print, 111cm x 136cm, (Billingham, 2003, 

unpaginated) 

Unlike Luxemburg and Billingham my work employs a much broader palette 

where the colours are incidental. The majority of the images however, contain 

warm tones that imbue a romantic quality that does not existing in those same 

places by day. The complementary hues of violet and green in Coconut Grove, 

12:57am (fig.24) are calming and serene, they are at peace with each other and 

create an air of warmth and harmony that makes the scene approachable. This 
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serene quality is not a deliberate device edited into the Limen work, but it is 

result of found colour and light brought to life by the camera's long exposures 

used in the image making process. A similar palette is evident in Ma/ak, 8:10pm 

(fig.25), although there is an added tension created by the bright light emanating 

from an unseen entrance on the right side of the image. 

24. Fiona Morrison, Coconut Grove, 12:57am, 2009, Lambda print on aluminium panel, 120cm x 

80cm 

Alternatively, Nightcliff, 10:17pm (fig.18) contains a much cooler palette, its cold 

green tones embody a sinister atmosphere. The background recedes into 

darkness around the sides of the building as though a figure may be lurking 

around the corner waiting to reveal itself at any moment. The mystery of the 

background is important in maintaining an air of ambiguity within the images, 

and adds to the lingering presence of humans unseen. 



Lighting is key in this work and invites the viewer to become immersed in the 

space each work creates. The subtle nuances in each image have created a 

vocabulary of light and movement, which in turn creates a push/pull dialogue 

throughout the work. Illumination is mostly focused on the foreground as if this is 

where the action is going to take place. Others have a strong light source 

present within the image (fig.15 & fig.18) guiding the viewer's gaze to a 

particular area and bring to mind Mark Kimber's Edge/and series. Kimber 

generally uses strong light sources resulting in high contrast images. My images 

are mostly bathed in reflective light (fig.19 & fig.24) creating an air of tranquillity: 

a scene in repose. The billboard lighting in Kimber's Moonrise Over Airport 

(fig.6) draws the viewer's eye to the side of the building, it illuminates the area 

where one might expect to see movement. The scene captured in Ma/ak, 

8:10pm (fig.25) has a bright light radiating from the left side of the building, it 

appears to indicate an entrance and like Kimber's light, it immediately draws the 

viewer's attention, yet the door is hidden from view. 

25. Fiona Morrison, Ma/ak, 8:10pm, 2009, Lambda print on aluminium panel, 120cm x 80xcm 
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Limen utilises only found lighting, no extra light is applied to the scenes, 

however Kimber's Suburban Nights (2002) photographs have been embellished 

by the use of extra light sources such as hand held torches and electronic 

flashes to "enrich each image with the contrasting sheen of vibrant colour."46  

26. Mark Kimber, Suburban Nights 7, 2002, Giclee print, 100cm x 100cm, (Stills Gallery, 2009) 

46 Kimber, 2003, P.  27 
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The interior light from the houses he photographed emanates beyond the 

threshold of the windowsills, casting an eerie glow over the outside environs, a 

light rather surreal in its intensity and saturation. The occupants are presumedly 

safe and sound within the sanctity of their four walls, and like the Limen photos, 

these scenes do not invite the viewer inside the house, but instead keep the 

viewer on the outside imagining what might be happening inside. These are the 

suburbs where Kimber grew up, and for him, it is only when night falls that the 

streets are "set adrift" and his memories resurface47. 

Although Suburban Nights share with Limen the similar subject matter of the 

suburbs after sundown, Kimber's series is shot at dusk rather than night and 

many of the photographs contain windows glowing with the warmth of interior 

lights. And unlike Billingham's Black Country there is nothing sinister about 

Kimber's images, the darkness is not a threat, rather it beckons us to re-imagine 

our own familiarity with the suburbs. Kimber's ideas about nocturnes are aligned 

with mine; they use banal locations and speak about human absence/presence 

and the transience of human activity. There is something familiar about the 

spaces depicted in our photographs, they could be taken on the outskirts of 

almost any Australian city, they are banal yet they are known to almost all of us. 

Tiwi, 11:07pm (fig.7) makes reference to Luxemburg's Versuch die 

Betorung/Attempt of Seduction (fig.5), the shadow on the wall made by the tree 

and an unseen streetlight conjures images of a shadow puppet theatre. 

Luxemburg's image however contains a strong Asian aesthetic in both it's non-

symmetrical balance and composition. The subtle light and shadow that falls on 

the Tiwi wall plays against the brightly lit pathway tugging on the attentions of 

the viewer, it is one of only two images that illustrate the depth of the building 

beyond the front expanse. The majority of Limen photographs contain only one 

visual plane, the brick wall, and this lack of perspective creates an illusion that 

there is nothing beyond the flat frontage, however in Tiwi, 11:07pm light 

47 Kimber, 2003, p. 27 
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illuminates the path and draws the viewers attentions into the depth of the 

suburban block. 

27. Fiona Morrison, Tiwi, 11:07pm, 2009, Lambda print on aluminium panel, 120cm x 80xcm 

The architectural thresholds of my Darwin dwellings are only depicted in one 

image. The brick wall in my images is a direct obstacle preventing the viewer 

from entering the building. Acting instead as a sensory threshold it's the lighting, 

or the lack of light in the night hours, that invites the viewer to enter the images: 

as darkness comes, the doors open. These are not scenes that speak of home, 

comfort or familiarity, yet the viewer is drawn to investigate. The vision is at the 

same time impersonal and repulsive, yet beguiling and intriguing. Unlike 

Billingham's nocturnes there are few paths leading into the distance and no 

laneways taking the viewer into the depths of the darkness. The one point 

perspective Billingham employs uses architectural lines to draw the eye into the 

backgrounds of his photographs. These same angles also lead the eye to the 

edge of the frame. The flat perspective of the Limen compositions contains the 
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viewer's eye within the frame. There is something unsettling in not knowing 

where to go yet somehow there is a feeling of repose within the scene. It is a 

strange pull between comfort and loneliness. 

There is very little information for the viewer to make associations with anyone 

who lives in these buildings. These spaces are the interface between public and 

private. On the other side of the wall is someone's home, their sanctuary. The 

significance of each image lies not within the interior of the dwellings, but in the 

space outside. This is the place between reality and fiction where both the 

viewer and the characters that inhabit the story can interact; it is a liminal space 

of contact. And although they are public places, the intimacy that my 

photographs contain enables each viewer to instill the images with their own 

narrative. The lack of doorways encourages the viewer to remained focused on 

the outside environs of the scene. 

"Within the history of Western representation, the door crystallises an image of 

ambivalence or movement between two states, signalling either a physical or 

metaphysical transformation."48  During the course of my research I found many 

writings on nocturnes refer to the 'between'. This idea of transformation and the 

in-between in my work alludes to Darwin's current liminal state; in the middle of 

a transformation, no longer a frontier town but not yet a cosmopolitan coastal 

city. Stephen Greenblatt described liminality in art as "works that deal with 

transitional states and identities".49  And Smith claimed, "liminality is always 

associated with ephemerality and transitional passage between alternative 

states".5°  The lack of thresholds in my work represents my own distaste for the 

current changes taking place in Darwin, a mourning for the loss of 'Darwin 

architecture' and a rather naïve desire to close the doors on progress, as well as 

the obstacles I came across in finding my place amongst the people of Darwin 

when I first arrived. 

48 Cole, 2004 
' Cited in Smith, 2001 
° Smith, 2001 
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PART 5 

MAKING THE WORK 

The times I enjoyed making these photographs the most was onwards from 

midnight. At this time of night I was alone with my nocturnes and I could take my 

time making as many frames as I liked. The streets were quiet but for the 

crickets and cicadas and the occasional almost inaudible electronic buzz of a 

television left on inside someone's house. Vehicles were rare which allowed me 

to pick my position anywhere, including the road. On one occasion a pair of 

wandering strangers noticed me and questioned what I was photographing in 

the middle of the night. They couldn't see anything picture worthy in the scene 

my camera was focused on and were surprised by the beauty of my images. On 

other occasions I was the cause of attentions from a late night reveller 

staggering along a suburban street. This led my defences to prickle and my 

body to be at the ready to make a fast getaway, will / take my camera or leave it 

behind? The limit of my own safety was always lingering around the edges of my 

mind. For this reason only I would like to have company when I make nocturnes, 

but my image making is a solitary process that I engage in alone. I take pleasure 

in the solitude of my photography but the infrequent human interactions do add 

to my enjoyment of the experience, and adds to the memory of its making. 

Although my photographs were made at night, the daytime also helped me find 

my subjects. I was constantly on the lookout during my daily driving or 

occasional cycling for subject matter. I would record the street name in order to 

drive past again at night, as it was only after dark that I could make a judgement 

as to whether the scene would make a successful photograph. Taking a quick 

test shot would give me enough information to decide if the scene resonated. If 

the light did not move me in such a way that it instigated an imaginative 

response, I would know it did not contain the sensibility I was seeking. 



If the scene warranted being captured I would take my time making scores of 

photographs of each site. I experimented only with the distance I set myself 

away from the building, always attempting to position the camera directly in front 

of the wall so all angles would be parallel within the frame. The crispness of the 

outline of the buildings' facades is a strong formal device in the Limen 

compositions and serves as an important structuring element within the images. 

The stability and two-dimensionality of the architecture acts in direct contrast 

with the movement of foliage and the occasional wind swept cloud. The flat 

perspective of the wall is an important compositional component and adds to the 

stage atmosphere, creating an optical illusion that the brick wall is a two-

dimensional stage set. 

Photographing at night led to technical difficulties in focusing my subject matter, 

I was at times 'working blind'. Positioning myself up to twenty metres from the 

structure meant it was difficult to see clearly through the viewfinder to focus with 

ease, and because of the lack of light the camera was rarely able to 

automatically focus for me. There were times that I was able to use the infrared 

focusing beam of my flash to assist me (ensuring I switched the flash off before 

firing the shutter) but at times even this was not successful. So, on top of 

bracketing my settings to ensure I had a range of exposures to choose from, I 

also took several frames of each exposure setting with bracketed focusing to 

ensure I would have a sharp image to work from at every exposure setting. I 

spent up to an hour at each site and sometimes re-visited if I was not satisfied 

with the result after I downloaded and viewed the images. In general the only 

reason a return would be warranted was when I did not manage to frame the 

building straight enough, and occasionally I wished to photograph the scene on 

a night where the moon was in a different phase which would result in a different 

effect in the sky. 
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The process of creating the images became my own private performance. I 

experienced a variety of roles, I was photog ra phe r/d i rector, but also became 

audience and actor in a place that was neither real nor fictitious: 

I get out my car, trying to quietly shut the doors so as not to 
draw attention to my arrival. I centre myself in front of the 
dwelling and choose my distance on or across the road, I 
set my tripod and ladder and head up the steps to take my 
first look through the viewfinder. Back down the ladder to 
shift it and the tripod slightly, back up to check the scene 
through the tiny window that is my camera, a couple more 
tweaks in positioning and I'm ready to take the first shot. I 
am director: I am making this scene come to life and 
plumbing this space for its hidden meanings and previously 
unnoticed details. "Click", I begin the thirty-second wait: now 
I am audience. As I wait for the seconds to pass I look at 
the scene that my camera is now recording, I wait, gaze 
around, I notice details, I wonder if something might happen 
while I stand here in my elevated position. "Click", the 
exposure is finished, I change my settings and I do it all 
again. 

Digital photography has changed the way I work. Downloading images onto a 

computer and looking at them on the screen is not nearly as pleasurable as the 

anticipation of waiting for roll of film to develop, or looking through a lupe at the 

perfect miniature worlds contained within a transparency. Making a choice 

between images that were almost identical was usually quite simple. I would 

start with the best exposure that captured enough light to saturate the image 

with colour, hoping that I would still have some details in the highlighted areas. 

From these I would check the focus for the sharpest image. If I had shot from 

more than one viewpoint it was usually immediately clear which composition I 

liked the most. If there was any indecision I would make the images in question 

into 8"x12" colour prints in order to study each composition more closely. 

This Masters research project has changed the way I consider my image making 

process. There is a divisive argument amongst photographers about digital 

manipulation, and some would argue that any manipulation via the computer is 



changing the 'truth' of the image. But when making this work using the digital 

medium, I had to look past myself as 'photographer' and consider myself 'artist'. 

When I use film I consider myself to be 'taking photos', when I shoot with a 

digital camera I consider myself to be 'creating images'. This was the first major 

exhibition of my digital photography and I embraced the fact that I could develop 

my photographs with a computer rather than in a darkroom. There can be a 

considerable amount of colour correction and burning and dodging that occurs 

when printing from film in a darkroom but on a computer the possibilities are 

endless. During the procedure of digitally processing I did employ a small 

amount of digital dodging and burning to bring out details in some shadow 

areas, but certainly no more than I would have employed in the darkroom. 

I had to let go of my purist approach to photography as I my embraced image 

making digitally. In the past, using film, I would never crop an image from how it 

was captured on the negative. If I was not pleased with the composition taken 

with the camera I would discard the photograph, no matter how minute the crop 

might be. However, with digital image making I found that I did not feel so 

uncomfortable manipulating the images to suit my aesthetic. For example, I 

have slightly cropped and skewed some of the images so the lines of the 

building are parallel with the edges of the frame. 

Initially I envisaged huge prints, metres wide. But the restrictions of my medium, 

the digital camera, would not allow the image to be enlarged to the size I 

imagined without the image breaking up and becoming noisy.51  I desired these 

huge prints in order for the viewer to feel as though he or she were part of the 

scene, almost like they were entering a theatre set. I compromised and have 

printed at 120 x 80cm, large enough to see a reasonable amount of detail in the 

photographs. At this size subtle shadows that hint of trees beyond the frame 

51  Noise is the term used to describe the appearance of color speckles where there should be 
none. For example, instead of a blue sky, you notice faint pink, purple and other colored 
speckles amongst the otherwise blue sky. Noise is also present in dark shadow areas when 
enlarged to sizes greater than the file size can handle. Cameras with high megapixel ratings will 
produce less noise than those with low megapixels. 
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come to life, flotsam lying in the gutter is visible, and there is still opportunity fort 

the viewer can still be transported into the image. Although I am satisfied with 

the size and quality of the Limen works, I believe I will return to using film for 

future nocturnal endeavours, giving me a greater scope for printing to a larger 

size. I also believe, as many photographers do, that although the digital medium 

is advancing all the time, the quality and potential for capturing the subtle 

nuances of light on transparency film has not yet been surpassed by the 

advancements in digital cameras. The most expensive of digital cameras cannot 

yet capture the same detail as a forty-year-old Hasselblad (or other quality 

brand) lens. 

I chose to print the work on metallic paper that enhanced the lighting in the 

majority of the prints. The metallic base of the paper added an extra element to 

the poetic mystery of each scene, a shimmering effect that appeared to increase 

the intensity of the hues within each image. 

Exhibition spaces in Darwin are limited which made the choice relatively easy for 

me. Cross Cultural Art Exchange in Darwin was my first choice for my exhibition. 

CCAE contains small elements of the uncanny that I felt worked well alongside 

my nocturnes. The concrete floor, stained and old, has been given a second life 

through polishing. The square concrete columns that support the roof have been 

scraped back to rid them of peeling layers of paint but show evidence of years of 

occupation by numerous unknown businesses. There is an air of the industrial in 

this gallery providing a link to my work that I wanted to heighten. 

The work has been mounted on aluminium panel. Although expensive, I made 

this choice because I did not want a frame to impinge on the images and box 

them in. In a way, each dwelling is framed by its own environment and does not 

require further framing. The size of the prints also influenced the decision to 

mount them. One option was to pin them to the wall but this would quickly result 

in the paper stretching and slackening. The aluminium panel comes with split 



battens on the back to attach them to the wall to avoiding hanging wires. This 

was my first choice for hanging, but unfortunately I could not convince the 

gallery to drill the split battens onto the walls. Instead I opted to use clear 

hanging wires. This is an attempt to make the hanging system the least intrusive 

as possible. 
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CONCLUSION 

• . • nocturnes never talk straight. They have a poetry that 
goes beyond the total visibility of documentary or the dry 
exercises of photographic formalism. They're never 
practical or factual or disinterested. They allude, elude and 
captivate. They're about faith, not proof.52  

I have been enamoured by nocturnes for some time. During the course of this 

research I was confronted by several aesthetic realisations. It reinforced my 

belief that nightfall significantly changed the landscape of the seemingly 

mundane places I navigated on a day-to-day basis. I became fascinated in 

finding those hidden night time vignettes that resonated with otherworldliness. I 

wanted to explore the possibilities of seeing places in a certain light and to 

experience the possibilities of my imagination. Initially, I wanted to document an 

architecture that did not fit into the general idealisation of Darwin as a tropical 

utopia. On another level it was an illustration of my own feelings about not fitting 

into Darwin's cliques. These ideas focused my vision to the lack of entry points 

in Darwin's suburban architecture. 

The photographic artists I have written about express individual interpretations 

of the world by night. However, all of them capture quiet overlooked spaces by 

using long exposures and available light, evoking a musical or theatrical 

atmosphere. Billingham's night images spoke to me of entrapment and a desire 

to escape. There is a certain open movement allowed through the multiple 

planes of his images from light to darkness, the drab beauty underpinned by 

foreboding. The drama created by this conflict and elusiveness was something 

that I wanted to achieve in my work. 

52  Thornton, 2004 
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Luxemburg's photographs allowed for the projection of imagination, memory and 

fantasy, leading me to reflect on the experience of my own practice. In 

Luxemburg's images darkness plays a part in allowing the scene to be open for 

multiple interpretations. This darkness is about fact and fiction, reality and 

imagination. The dramatic and hyper-real colour in her images suspends time, 

allowing the viewer to step into the scene. I found that when I was making the 

Limen photographs I became part of the scene I was photographing. It seemed 

as though I was an actor in a place that was neither real nor fictitious. Ultimately 

the process of creating the images became a performance where I was actor, 

director and audience. 

It was this liminal zone between "fact and fiction, objectivity and subjectivity"53  

that the story telling qualities of my work was realised. I was impelled to explore 

the bonds that narrative and image and time and space weave between 

themselves. Theatricality is present in Kimber's work where "the play of light, 

form and landscape converge in time and space to create an elusive and 

ephemeral piece of theatre".54  His suburban spaces are transformed into rich 

arenas filled with drama and saturated with stage light. It is with Kimber that I 

align myself the most. The theatrical drama that is present in my work comes 

about mainly by the light and space captured in each scene. Importantly, it is the 

stark contrast of light and dark in each scene that creates various plots and 

subplots. My nocturnes can be seen as stories waiting to be told. 

The most successful nocturnes for me are those that do not contain people. It is 

both the absence and the threat of human presence that gives an air of tension. 

Many artists, such as Kimber and Sloggett that exclude people from their 

photographs are speaking about dislocation, disassociation and separation with 

the suburban space that many Australians inhabit. I thought it was important to 

acknowledge in my photographs the disappearance of the individual in the 

53  Thornton, 2004 
54  Stills Gallery, 2009 
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homogenised housing of the Darwin suburbs. The constructed landscape of 

Darwin that has evolved for people to inhabit does not utilise the climate and 

beauty of the area. Instead many building designs mirror those from other 

suburban cities, closing people off from their neighbours. My photographs are a 

timely look at some of Darwin's populated areas as they stand right now, but 

they are interpretive rather than formal. I have not set out to simply record a 

moment in time in a dull suburban street, but rather to disclose the hidden 

possibilities and unleash the poetic undercurrent of a tropical suburbia. Unlike 

Billingham's work, my photographs do not speak of entrapment or escape, 

rather they tease with the possibilities of hidden stories. They show beauty in 

unexpected places. 

Sloggett's photographs refer to suburban spaces that have in fact alienated 

people from one another, creating walls and divisions between neighbours.55  

Billingham's unpopulated images of dilapidated and drab industrial areas appear 

like documents of a ghost town. Luxemberg's un-peopled photographs sing a 

song of aloneness and secrecy. It was such unused and overlooked suburban 

places from which I wanted to create my photographs. Like these artists, I am 

inspired by the night, the change of atmosphere and the 'other world' that comes 

to life. Ultimately I have captured an individual point of view my home-town 

location. 

My photographs engender uncertainty of time and place; they could almost be 

anyplace, anywhere, yet all the scenes seem familiar. The absence of people 

allows the viewer to meditate on the stillness of the scene and its possible 

scenarios. Indeed, my work is not about telling people what they are looking at 

or what they should experience. This is important to me because what I desire is 

for the audience to be free to make multiple interpretations of my work. I prefer 

to let the mystery of each image resonate and linger. 

55 Sloggett, 2003 
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In making this work I set out to record places that 'spoke' to me. I wanted to find 

places that held stories and mysteries that were unnameable. Although, I 

desired to continue the work I had previously made in Melbourne, Darwin 

brought about some changes in my subject matter. In order to fulfil my practice, I 

needed to embrace the reality of Darwin's buildings and work with the available 

subject matter. After some time, I realised what I was doing was attempting to 

represent the antithesis of Darwin as a tropical idyll. But what might be ugly by 

day was made beautiful by the night. 

Darwin has been evolving continuously for the ten years that I have lived here, 

in transition to some unknown future. Darwin's inbetween-ness, its state of 

liminality, is illustrated through the places I have chosen to document. These 

spaces are caught in their own in-between time, both past and future, here and 

there. The events that have happened over time in these seemingly empty 

spaces seep into the environment and imbue each place with multiple 

narratives, traces left behind from past happenings or hints at future possibilities. 

As stated earlier, my art practice is an intuitive process for me. There was an 

enormous sense of freedom that came with my nocturnal explorations. I found 

the idea of the night liberating for my work. When I work at night I am rarely 

under the gaze of other people. It is a completely different act than working 

professionally as a photographer. As a professional photographer I have a clear 

brief that I must follow when I take photos, this gives me a certain amount of 

creative freedom, but there are always restraints. With nocturnes I am free, 

taking in the atmosphere of the suburban night. I am solitary, creative and 

patient, and as I wait for the long seconds of the camera's shutter to click over I 

have time to soak up the night. 
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In my nocturnes, I wanted to draw attention to spaces that in the bright light of 

day would be overlooked or disregarded. By night these non-places become an 

unreal theatre of light and shadow, places for stories to unravel. Each of my 

images in the Limen series contains subtle and sometimes almost hidden 

lighting details. The sensibility I was seeking was largely dependent on the 

lighting and the spatial qualities of the scene. The successful photographs 

included in the exhibition had to contain an atmosphere that resonated and often 

this resonance could not be seen in situ. 

Through my Limen photographs, I have drawn attention to the uncanny beauty 

that exists in even the most banal of spaces. I have found solace in the 

mundane. However, it is in such places that I found a richness of possibilities. 

The exteriors of the dwellings I photographed go unnoticed ordinarily, perhaps 

re/discovered by someone, but eventually forgotten again due to Darwin's 

transient population. They exist in a liminal space and time, both everywhere 

and nowhere as well as in the now and then. 

Spending time in suburban places at night making this work led me to imagine 

all sorts of happenings and dramas. It has allowed for night places to be 

discovered. My work will continue to explore the night as a place of transition 

between space and time. I will continue to endeavour to capture the unsettling 

beauty of the night. 
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