
Week 01 
Porphyra Laciniata 
Anne Atkins’ cyanotype photograms show a collection of botanical material and its 
transformation through photographic processes. These materials were arranged, 
composed on a page, and framed in book form to be published and distributed. Atkins’ 
Porphyra Laciniata (ca.1843–1853) (see Figure 2) is one cyanotype that seems to carry 

liquid residue of Benjamin’s fog. As with the blue hour, this fog establishes an uncertainty 
of depth in relation to space and time. Within Atkins’ photogram, the variability of liquid 
intelligence was present during the time in which the slippery seaweed (porphyra laciniata) 
was gathered from the sea-shore, when the paper absorbed its iron solution and slowly 
dried, when the photogram was washed to develop its image, and when, during its 
exhibition, it was distributed as a printed book page in order to flow into circulation.  
 
Atkins’ photogram has a 1:1 scale, which makes visible in the image the reality of contact 
between the material and the photographic emulsion. The shards of varying lightness and 
darkness exist in contrast to the varying density of the material that rested upon it. The 
areas of shallow depth and highest transparency become dark while the areas of thickness 

and opacity remain light. The photographic print, mirroring the seaweed in thickness, is 
presented awry to the liquid nature of photography—dried, pressed, flattened—as is a 
seaweed specimen preserved without its own liquid blue medium. 
 
The flat and smooth surface of the sea allows light to flicker and glare at an angle. This 
flatness is silent about the depth that rests beneath it, a depth throughout which thin sheets 
of seaweed waver and oscillate undercover. This surface is an image, or at least can be 
visualized as such. Seaweed is found in the intertidal zone between high and low tides. 
Atkins likely encountered the seaweed at low tide when the light was not filtered through 
water but instead fell directly on the flattened forms that were draped and tangled over 
rocks. The shapes of these forms hint at spatial depth and at an existence in relation to an 
ebbing and flowing.  
 
A deep and luminescent blue piece of paper was laid down, and two strands of seaweed 
were placed on it. The seaweed was neither flat nor tidy. Likely dry, or perhaps damp, 
Atkins would not have wanted water to smudge or draw out the blue surface of her photo-
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sensitive paper. An arrangement of the seaweed material was composed. A longer piece 
curled, and another bit was bunched up and placed in the corner. The objects occupied 
themselves on the space of the paper—on the surface of the flatness. They underwent a 
transition, through texture and density as material, into image. The sun and the liquid of the 
ocean were transformed in depth. In order to become visible, the image relied on lightness 
and darkness and a blue surface as photographic emulsion. What Atkins’ photogram 
continues to offer contemporary viewers, through the processes of photography and the 
photogram, is a re-composition of the seaweed with the liquid blueness that sustains it. 
 
This blue cyanotype has vibrancy, and also texture. On the surface, there is a slight uniform 
roughness of the paper on which the image sits. Go deeper and there is a layering of 
material (paper, emulsion, seaweed, chemicals) and processes that engage the image as 
space-crossed-time (gathering of seaweed, making of the paper, photogram printing, 
publishing, and viewing). These materials and processes are made visible in the sharpness 
of the geometric shapes, in the thin delicate lines that run through the forms, and in the 
wavering edges of the photo emulsion on the paper that mirror the contours of the 
seaweed. There is a framing of light that develops in the image and results in a spatial 
transformation. The space of the seaweed in Porphyra Laciniata is flattened, at least in 

terms of a measurement of thickness. However, its depth relative to its surface, as the 
space-crossed-time of the image, is not only retained but expanded.  
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Figure 1. Anne Atkins, Porphyra Laciniata, ca. 1843–1853.Cyanotype negative. 10 3/8 x 7 7/8 in. 
(26.2 x 20.3 cm). 
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Week 02 
Assigned Readings:  
1. E. Cadava “Reflections” from Word of Light  
2. J. Wall “Liquid Intelligence” 

 
Figure 2. “Twilight Diagram.” The caption for it reads, “A schematic depicting the daily 
periods of twilight and the difference between sunrise/sunset and dawn/dusk. The 
angles and the size of the sun are not to scale.” 

 
Blue Hour 
Being in transition—its duration neither fixed nor predictable—the blue hour resists the 
stable and static.1 Rather, it can be conceived as fluid and in a state of becoming that 
occupies a temporality and spatial relation between day and night, night and day. Within 
the blue hour, both these frames (day and night) are simultaneously absent and present. 
Composed, space and time are brought close together while opening up the potential 
resting between them. It is like how the hyphen in photo-graphy is a space-time of 
transition and becoming. With the coming together of lightness and darkness, there is a 
crossing of time and space as imagistic space. The importance of the blue hour is as an 
imagistic space that we can experience. With further consideration, it also offers valuable 
insight into the haunted qualities of the photographic as in the question “What is 

 
1 See Michael Taussig’s consideration of blue in What Color is the Sacred? (Chicago: U Chicago 
P, 2009), particularly 144 & 149. 
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photography?”2 I use the blue hour as a concept that takes form through its particular 
relations to, and areas of overlap with, photography. Specifically, they ontologically 
share the mechanisms of light, space, time, and imagistic space, as well as the more 
specific qualities of liquid, frame, and composition.  
 
Play while reading rest of the lecture:  Erin Shirreff, video still from Moon, 2010. Color 
video, silent, 32 min. loop. 

 
 
Light 
In the blue hour, a significant absence of direct light means that relations of reflection 
and refraction are essential in the visibility of things. The light of the blue hour is such 
that shadows struggle to assert themselves and so, half-formed and uncertain of where to 
take hold, they tentatively touch upon everything. The contrast between light and dark is 
muted—brought closer together—and in this way, subjects become simultaneously 
concealed and revealed. What is evoked is the potentiality that lies in abstraction—for the 
poetics of latent relations to come out of the blue and into frame and context. These 
relations are possible due to the blue hour’s quality of refracted light in space and time. It 
is a space-time between the passage of light from source to destination—as in between 
lightness and darkness—that connects the blue hour and photography. This space 
between lightness and darkness is a focal point of Eduardo Cadava’s reflections on 
Walter Benjamin’s writing and theoretical work. In Words of Light, Cavada writes, “The 
light of photography never arrives alone. It is always attended by darkness. We might 
even say that the relay between light and darkness that names photography also gives 

 
2 For a consideration of this question as statement, see James Elkins, What Photography Is (New 
York: Routledge, 2011). 
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birth to it.”3 Considered differently, this concept of Cadava’s conjoins photography’s 
spatial field with the blue hour as named through their shared “relay between light and 
darkness”. 
 
Space 
It is rare to find tangible blue in nature, and where it exists intangibly—as in the sky and 
water—the color suggests to our eye the depth of space.4 This is especially enticing for 
the traveling eye, which is thus afforded the freedom to wander within a depth of blue 
and without the strain of focus. The depth of this space expands in time as the eye roams 
while developing the light—a light mirrored in the physiognomy of the eye—a pooled 
surface receding inwards, a sort of black hole where photons are reflecting and refracting. 
The eye of photography has learned to become patient; it takes its time, working and 
conversing with the latent potential that rests dormant in the blue depths of space.  
So, what is the space and the depth of flatness? The flatness of the photographic print is 
echoed in the flatness of the blue hour suggested by the horizon’s relation to the Earth 
depicted in Figure 1: a circle that two-dimensionally represents the sphere of the world. 
The upper half is light blue and signifies sky; the lower half is black and the darkness of 
material marks the absence of light. To the left and right of the circle are two slivers, two 
flattened conical levers, that bracket the in-between of lightness and darkness into 
“twilight.” The color given is a medium blue, and yellow orbs—like multiple glowing 
eyes—delineate its reach and depth. 
As the blue hour rests within twilight, it is a space-time positioned precariously between 
day and night (or night and day). Too much light, or too little, bring it out of itself and 
into the space-time of day or night. These boundaries delineate a depth of time, which 
can be thought of in relation to flatness as a surface that signifies a depth of space resting 
both above and underneath.  
 
Time 
Within the blue hour, a fixed grasp of space and time becomes elusive—is it closer to 
dawn or sunrise? Sunset or dusk?5 Between these times, the potential of space and time 
opens. This potentiality can be conceived in terms of a seeming absence of fixed linear 
time as, for the blue hour’s duration, time does not appear to move, or rather to progress. 
In reflecting on the relation of time—of the past, present, and future—Stephen Hawking 
and Leonard Mlodinow offer an alternative to the pre-dominant conception of a fixed and 
linear time:  

[w]e might pin down a buckyball’s location [used in the double-slit experiment 
and] by observing it, but in between our observations, it takes all paths. 
Quantum physics tells us that no matter how thorough our observation of the 
present, the (unobserved) past, like the future, is indefinite and exists only as a 

 
3 Cadava, Words of Light, 66. 
4 See Taussig, specifically the chapter on blue as a difficult concept. “Redeeming Indigo,” What 
Color is the Sacred, 141–158. 
5 Even these examples present a bias to the progression of time from dawn to sunrise, sunset to 
dusk. Rather, the possibilities should also include the movement from sunrise to dawn, dusk to 
sunset, and all other possible relations. 


