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Reviews

A Handful of Dust: From the Cosmic to the Domestic
David Campany. Le Bal/Mack, London, 2015. 232 pages, with 180 colour illustrations.
Hardcover €35.00, ISBN 978-1-910-16438-9

There is no greater tribute to a book in my library than densely underlined pages. This book-
cum-exhibition catalogue now joins the illustrious company of profusely underlined texts on
photography, including Walter Benjamin’s contributions to the subject, Rosalind Krauss’s
‘Notes on the Index’ and Roland Barthes’s Camera Lucida. On every page of Campany’s
substantial essay, there is some arresting nugget of information or perceptive observation.
Some sentences are highlighted just because the prose is so lucid. While the immediate
impetus for the book was given by the opportunity to curate an exhibition at the Paris gallery
Le Bal, its theme is one Campany has evidently been pondering for some time. Simply put, A
Handful of Dust is about the theoretical implications and historical reverberations of an
apparently somewhat insignificant photograph of a dust-strewn surface taken by Man Ray in
Duchamp’s studio in 1920. Pursuing this subject, Campany develops an alternative history of
photography in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries. In addition, he offers an iconogra-
phy of the multiple meanings that have attached to dust and debris in modernist to
postmodernist art. The book covers a lot of ground, but does so with a remarkably light
touch.

The design of the volume befits its origins in an artist-curated exhibition, because the
main volume consists only of images. Although there are no captions, there is plenty to read
as included are several reproductions of two-page spreads from dada and surrealist journals.
This part of the book is a delight to peruse as one would an exhibition, trying to make
analogies across juxtapositions of diverse imagery including, for instance, photojournalistic
images of the dust storms in the American West during the 1930s and aerial surveillance
photography from the First World War. Tucked inside the mother volume is a smaller one
that contains the captions and Campany’s sixty-page essay. Both volumes are bound in paper
printed with details of what is scrupulously referred to as ‘the dust photograph’, until we
reach the year 1964 when an edition of prints, signed by both artists, was produced and it
became known as Dust Breeding.

Toward the end of the essay, Campany relates the story of his encounter with the dust
photograph that inspired his obsession. The year is 1989; photography is celebrating its 150th
anniversary and The Royal Academy in London is exhibiting photography for the first time.
Among examples of photography from ‘The Modern Movement’ is Dust Breeding. It looks
out of place for, as Campany observes, ‘Dust Breeding does not symbolise the grand arrival of
photography through Art’s great gates, but its sneaking in the side door as a slippery,
mercurial medium that was significant precisely because it complicated the very idea of
what an independent art might be’. The first sections of the essay trace the stages of this
indirect entrance. The bizarre circumstances of the dust photograph’s creation meant that it
was bound to unsettle any notion of an autonomous work of art; for a start, it is a
photograph taken by one artist, Man Ray, of a work by another, Duchamp. Although it
documents the unfinished Large Glass lying horizontal in the latter’s New York studio, it is
hardly a straightforward document of the work in progress. The ambivalent nature of
photography as both art and documentation as well as questions relating to authorship are
broached here. The original published print cropped the glass on three sides, leaving a pale
band at the top looking like a horizon, and so making it difficult even to identify what one is
looking at. Its first appearance in the proto-surrealist journal Littérature in 1922 further
mystified its identity since it was accompanied by an arcane text about the sterile, arid and
fertile domain of Rrose Sélavy, Duchamp’s alter-ego, together with the statement ‘View from
an aeroplane by Man Ray – 1921’. The relation of text to photographic image, an issue that
was to preoccupy later generations of artists, is left unresolved. The image also raises the issue
of the status of photography as both reproduction in print media and free-standing, singular
or limited edition artefact. In several ways, then, the dust photograph anticipated by several
decades the disruptive tactics of conceptual photographic practices in the late 1960s and
1970s.

This history, which I have sharply abbreviated, sets the scene for a number of fascinat-
ing excurses on, for example, the avant-garde’s preoccupation with the other of modernity –
‘with what progress must leave out or suppress. Waste, excess, the irrational, violence,
androgyny, boredom, the unconscious, dust’. One term unaccountably missing from this
list, ‘death’, is implicitly raised by the poem that gave the book under review its title – T. S.
Eliot’s line ‘I will show you fear in a handful of dust’ from The Waste Land – evoking another
infertile terrain vague – published in 1922, the same year as the dust photograph’s appear-
ance in Littérature. Both Dust Breeding and The Waste Land are haunted by the ruins of the
recent Great War. This theme of dust is further developed in the section titled ‘Dust and
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Realism’, where Campany reviews aspects of photography theory and especially the notion,
advanced by André Bazin in 1945, that what makes photography a specific medium is its
ability to capture the incidental, ephemeral, the accidental detail – what Benjamin called ‘the
spark of contingency’. This is its form of realism and it is obviously quite different from the
rhetoric of literary realism – or what Barthes called ‘the reality-effect’. The literary conven-
tion mimicked photography’s capture of folds on cloth and dusty surfaces. In realist novels,
such as those by Dickens, dust comes to have the connotation of poverty, industrialisation or
the prosaic everyday – ‘boredom, repetition, dust’. Later on, the foregrounding of dust, as in,
for example, Bataille’s 1929 short text ‘Poussière’ suggests a desire to see the return of
whatever is excluded or repressed within modernity. Yet this attitude, as Campany points
out, sits very uneasily with ‘a will to sweep aside what the architect le Corbusier has once
called the “moth-eaten boudoirs” that stood in the way of progress’.

Another interesting excursus is titled ‘Lens, Shutter and Light-sensitive Surface’. With
reference to Krauss’s 1977 article ‘Notes on the Index’, Campany discusses instances where
dust is the index of the passage of time. Dust Breeding is doubly indexical in this respect. The
story goes that Man Ray set up his camera, opened the shutter and went out for a meal with
Duchamp. After about an hour, they returned and Man Ray closed the shutter. The anecdote
stresses the elongated exposure time and the way the particles of dust slowly falling on the
plate glass are doubled by the particles of light slowly falling on the light-sensitive surface.
The doubling invites us to imagine the photographic plate as a receptive, neutral surface open
to whatever befalls it. Campany’s innovative suggestion is that this way of understanding
photography is determined by emphasising one part of the apparatus. The camera is made up
of three parts – the lens, the shutter and the light-sensitive surface. When theories privilege
the lens, they tend to stress the depiction of space and the conventions of linear perspective
and the science of optics. When the shutter is privileged, discussion tends to involve time and
duration. When the light-sensitive surface is invoked, ‘it is usually in relation to the question
of contact and touch, locating origin and essence in the shadow or trace’. Campany shows
how, at different historical moments, differing aspects of photography came to prominence.
He also suggests that there is a tension between practices concerned with rapid shutter speed
(e.g. ‘the decisive moment’) and those concerned with the indexicality of the medium. He
adds that contemporary photography is now a rather slow medium.

The essay in A Handful of Dust is relatively brief, yet I have only scratched its surface.
There are interesting discussions of photography and abstraction, of Bruce Nauman, Victor
Burgin, Ed Ruscha, Vik Muniz and a coda on the work of Sophie Ristelhueber whose work
Fait: Kuwait 1991, consisting of images of the Kuwait desert pockmarked by aerial bombard-
ment, is informed by the artist’s encounter with Dust Breeding. Given the book’s range and
wealth of material, it is not a criticism but a tribute to it if I point out that Campany could
have considered the tumble-dryer lint works of Mary Kelly and Gabriel Orozco or Moyra
Davey’s photographs of domestic dust. You are probably already thinking of others.

Margaret Iversen
# 2016 Margaret Iversen
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Street Life in London: Context and Commentary
Emily Kathryn Morgan. Museums Etc., Edinburgh and Boston, 2014. 533 pages, with 74
colour and black & white illustrations. Softcover £59.00, ISBN 978-1-910-14401-5

This book offers the first detailed study of John Thomson and Adolphe Smith’s innovative
and influential publication Street Life in London (1877), also reprinted by this publisher as
part of a series titled Verticals: Writings on Photography. Through this extremely well-written
and timely analysis, Morgan provides the reader with a valuable context within which
Thomson’s photographs and the accompanying essays, produced by both Smith and the
photographer, can be situated within the wider context of socially concerned commentary on
the daily struggle of those whose lives were lived out on London’s streets during the second
half of the nineteenth century. The book succeeds admirably in detailing not only the
panoply of often-conflicting responses made in text to the growing problems of urban
degradation during this period, but also to the problematics of photography, both aesthetic
and social, and how this still relatively recent innovation might contribute to this complex
discussion.

From the outset of her book, Morgan’s analysis is presented in a clear and accessible
style. Her decision to begin with a discussion of one particular photograph, ‘Caney’ the
Clown, and its accompanying text draws the reader immediately and very effectively into the
centre of her argument, the reflective relationship between image and text (a pivotal element
of nineteenth-century aesthetic thinking), and the tensions that existed between Thomson,
Smith and the publisher, Sampson, Low, Marston, Searle and Rivington. The author’s careful
analysis of this photograph, teasing out the disconnect between the image of Caney and the
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