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Abstract 

 

 

 

Author: Yoong Wah Wong 

 

Title: In and Out of the Mist: An Artistic Investigation of Borderland and 

Community. 

 

 

 

The main concern of this research is to initiate a new artistic approach, with 

photography as a medium and an artistic form of investigation, into the borderland 

and community that exists from Western China to the Himalayan Region, in order 

to distinguish it from traditional documentary photography. 

 

The borderland exists as an ambiguous territory between governance structures, 

and the movements of the borderland community often seek to surpass the 

command of the states. The ideas of inclusion and exclusion, identity within one's 

community, and the relationship on the borderlands are hard to clearly define. This 

research develops the hypothesis that borderless borderland is possible with the 

intervention of fog and mist. This thesis encompasses creative ways to photograph 

borderlands under fog and mist conditions, creating a surrealistic, magical and 

meaningful representation of human and natural connections on borderlands, 

whilst contributing to the finding of new knowledge. It greatly differs from current 

approaches of documentary photographers and photojournalists, which mostly 

capture the real, sensational and horrifying moments at the borderlands.  

 

The process of discovering new methods of visual representation is important. 

Therefore, various practical and artistic investigations through different ways of 

seeing the borderlands are explored. This critical and artistic study is to achieve a 

_______________________________________________________________________________________

                 Page I  



Abstract 

_______________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

hybrid photography style between traditional documentary and contemporary 

conceptual photography. The final outcome of this thesis showcases a series of 

practical photographic works at the continuously disputed territories, and to 

acknowledge the beauty of the borderlands and its peoplesô peaceful way of life.   
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Chapter 1  

Introduction 

 

ñIt is through living that we discover ourselves, at the same time as we discover 

the world around us.ò Henri Cartier-Bresson (Goodreads n.d). 

 

From Western China to the Himalayan Region is a historically contingent society, 

developing both within the context of internal evolution and with the external 

effects of world history. The border takes on essential importance for China and 

neighbouring countries as it serves as the fundamental attribute for literal, 

symbolic, historical and psychological justifications of identity. Due to the different 

historical and geographical experiences, the condition and relationship of borders 

vary regionally. Nevertheless, I do not endeavour to make this thesis a conflict 

resolution, political science or borderland interrogation research. My background 

involves art, design and specialization in photography. Therefore my intention is to 

use photography to explore and investigate the aesthetic of the borderlands that 

stretch from Western China to the Himalayan Region.  

 

Every border area is different from each bordering country, and every border area 

is unique. The main reason that I am determined and focussed on investigating 

and exploring Western China to the Himalayan Region is because Western China 

and the neighbouring Post-Soviet countries are rich in cultures. These interesting 

cultures differ in terms of art and traditional practice of daily life. Furthermore, as 

the roof of the world, the Himalayan region set a challenge for me to explore its 

rare and unique landscape which separates the plains of the Tibetan Plateau from 

the Indian and Nepalese subcontinent. The Himalayas also shaped the cultures of 

South Asia where many of the Himalayan peaks are considered holy sanctuaries 

to Buddhism and Hinduism. Photography enabled me to both capture and spend 

time understanding the different ethnic groups of people, religions, festivals and 

_______________________________________________________________________________________

                 Page 1 

http://www.goodreads.com/author/show/40921.Henri_Cartier_Bresson


Introduction 

_______________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

traditional customs. My aim is to document the cultures, humans and nature, along 

these vast borderlands and to make a synthesis of the sense of fact and personal 

truth in producing creative artistic photographic works. The resultant photographic 

works are not the utmost important goal; rather, the process of discovery and 

reflection of the discovery are more crucial to me. I intend to explore and capture 

the moment of borderlands encounters in an ambiguous and irresistible way for 

the viewer to ponder, which no other photographers have yet done in borderland 

photography. I am also looking forward to seeing compositions that would never 

have occurred to me and which could help to open up new boundaries. The 

process of discovering a new way to interpret the borderland is of the utmost 

importance to me. I believe that only by such meticulous practical research can 

process and analytical method contribute valuable new knowledge to the field of 

practical photography.  

 

If one had to identify and classify the current and future direction of photography, 

embarking on photography at all would be an arduous task. Technology constantly 

affects the photographic medium and artists continue to challenge the boundaries 

by utilising new technology in order to improve their artistic practice. In a sense, 

"Contemporary Photography" is "Modern Photography", where surreal, abstract or 

exceptional artistic and practical forms are experimented with and applied at the 

same pace as the society evolves. Cultural and historical remarks in contemporary 

photography are less noticeable due to the undisputed facts that are no longer 

relevant in this context, whereas methodology, style, structure and conceptual 

approach to creation are essential. Doubtless, the boundaries of the photographic 

medium, like those of the borderlands, will continue to be investigated, stretched, 

and redefined and surely, there will always be purists who only consider images 

created with or through the use of a camera as photography. 

 

Across the field of psychology and sociology, it is widely acknowledged that 

community context serves a major aspect in the formation of identity: it is only with 

the help of "others" that we can truly ñseeò who we are. Through this continuous 
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process of reflexive recognition, we are constantly shaping who we are, how we 

see ourselves and how others perceive us (Wilska 2002, p.197), rather than how 

we see "others". According to Ilmonen (Ilmonen 2004, pp.27-50) and Belk (Belk 

1992, pp.37-62), all the choices we make, whether they are related to our likes 

and dislikes or how we choose to present ourselves, are subject to social 

pressures. This visible outcome of oneôs identity shaped by social structures is 

what Bourdieu refers to as ñhabitusò (Bourdieu 1984, p.97). The "open set of 

dispositions" that Bourdieu mentions is continually altered or bolstered through 

perception and reality (Bourdieu 1984, p.122). These personal temperaments 

initiate individual understanding, approaches and points of view. He also 

mentioned such capability of creating diversity of perceptions and processes in 

scopes other than those in which they were initially acquired (Bourdieu 1984, 

p.113). The transformation of visual perception and scenario from "object to 

subject" is very similar to how we see "others" and how "others" see us. In order to 

continue and to better discuss the concept of duality, I would definitely include the 

relationship between the human and nature in the borderlands. Is it possible to 

discuss the borderlands without including the man-made objects left there and 

contributed solely by human activity? Surely not. 

 

Through literature review I will be able to refer to and analyse past and existing 

works in various media that involve the usage of fog and mist. In order to set my 

own preferences and criteria of borderland photography in fog and mist conditions, 

it is very important for me to first find out and define different styles and categories 

of fog and mist photography. Understanding the technical specifications and types 

of fog and mist in nature would help me to locate and identify potential areas of fog 

and mist formation on the borderlands. To me, the process of witnessing, seeing 

and transforming photography into my own artistic interpretation is of the utmost 

importance. The synthesis of the sense of fact and personal truth in the 

borderlands encounter would lead me to explore various methods of 

photographing the borderlands with a surrealistic style, yet in a realistic condition. 

By doing so, I would be able to conceptualise a new artistic approach to  
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photographing the borderlands to achieve my research objectives. 

 

Firstly, I would explore the lifestyles, festivals and cultural activities like most of the 

documentary photographers who photographed the borderlands. This would allow 

me to examine the similarity and contrast with documentary photographers 

approaches, as well as enable me to discover the borderlands better in this region.  

Secondly, I would explore and try to photograph the borderlands in this region 

(Fig. 1 and Fig. 2) from an aerial point of view, to find out the amalgamated 

landscape and nature formation in this complicated borders region that connects 

different neighboring countries. Thirdly, I would investigate the roads that connect 

different neighboring countries. My targeted investigation approaches could 

provide me a better picture of the relationship between borderlanders (human), 

man-made structures and nature.   

 

The final intended artistic study and findings are to achieve a hybrid photography 

style between traditional documentary and contemporary conceptual photography. 

Utilising photography as the main medium in this practice-led PhD research, can 

shed some light on the past and current traditional documentary  photography 

agenda, to urge a new artistic intervention and create visual representation beyond 

documentation. This research will continue to uncover the magical and 

mysterious effects of fog and mist, bringing a whole new sense to documentary 

photography and contemporary photography.   

 

In my thesis, the discovery of such magical transformation from a realistic visual to 

an art form through fog and mist intervention would creatively define photography 

as more than a medium of documentary where fog and mist could transform a 

real-life moment to an imaginative surrealistic space, at the same time challenging 

the notion of "border", where borderless borderland is possible. 
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Fig. 1 - Photographing area from Western China to the Himalayan Region. (In red line) 

(China 1996) 
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Fig. 2 - Land Cover Map of Himalaya Region. (Land 2009) 
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1.1 Research Questions 

 

 

When one tried to measure a moment, it would be gone. Time is fluid and 

incomplete. Memory of space can only be grasped through a simple intuition of the 

imagination. The atmosphere and human activity at the borderlands are different 

every time if one notices the unnoticed and continues to discover the 

undiscovered. Therefore, photography may not only help to document what we 

see every day and record images as our visual proof and archive of reference, it 

can also be used to express our visual aesthetic and experience according to what 

we encountered. The research questions below are important to assess how 

photography could be applied successfully in my thesis, and go hand in hand with 

writing the analytical research, as well as practical photography.  

 

- Photography as a medium of documentation: Are documentary 

photographs art forms or straightforward recordings?  

 

-  How is photography being used to document the borderlands?   

  

- How can one effectively photograph in fog and mist conditions at the            

borderlands?  
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1.2 Research Aim 

 

 

In and Out of the Mist: An Artistic Investigation of Borderland and Community from 

Western China to the Himalayan Region, will underpin the conceptual and artistic 

exploration of borderlands by using photography as a medium and an art form to 

explore the borderlands, drawing interest and capturing attention in ways that 

differ noticeably from traditional documentary photography. 

 

The aim of this research is to undertake a new artistic approach, with photography 

as a medium and an artistic form of investigation into the borderland and 

community that is located from Western China to the Himalayan region, in order to 

improve on and distinguish it from traditional documentary photography. 

 

The final artworks strive to evoke the ambiguous connections between Western 

China, its neighbouring country, and oneôs own "local borders": ideas of inclusion 

and exclusion, identity within oneôs community and the relationship within the 

wider sphere of the Himalayan region. 

 

This thesis aims to create a series of photographic works at the continuously 

disputed territories, so as to acknowledge the beauty of the borderlands and its 

peoplesô peaceful way of life. The intended artistic study and the findings are to 

achieve a hybrid photography style between traditional documentary and 

contemporary conceptual photography. 
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1.3 Research Objectives 

 

  

The goal is important not because of what it can give us when we attain it, but 

because of the life it forces us to live as we approach. The research objectives do 

not only serve as my to-do list, but also as a compass and guide as I navigate into 

the unknown and undiscovered borderlands. 

 

-  To ascertain whether documentary photography could be displaced under 

the fog and mist intervention.  

 

- To review the current approaches of documentary photographers and 

photojournalists photographing borderlands.  

 

- To identify whether photography would instantly capture and transmit a 

visual language. 

 

- To suggest creative ways to photograph borderlands, with a surrealistic 

style in a realistic condition.  

 

-  To combine the synthesis of the sense of fact, personal truth and artistic 

input and discovery in borderlands. 

 

-  To examine if borderless borderland is at all possible.  

 
 

While the notion of the borderland typically indicates an uncertain, intermediate 

zone, a nondescript space in-between two separated entities, the borderland in 

fact exists as a multinational region characterised by movements of peoples and 

activities that flow across borders. In order to give a comprehensive picture of 

these areas, analytical writing and practical photography utilising "fog and mist" as 

the main metaphor will help to fulfil the research question, research aim and 

research objectives. 
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Chapter 2  

Background and Literature Review 

 

Ideas of separation and classification are always complicated and controversial in 

borderlands territory, and also in art. The idea of separating art into categories and 

sub-categories, classifying art styles with a direct approach, has been the 

foundation of western history of art. In recent years however, this segmented idea 

of art has been more difficult than before. Contemporary art is at a stage where 

many works do not fit into single category. How shall one interpret the artworks 

below (Fig. 3 and Fig. 4)? Is the work more of a photograph or more of an 

installation, or does its process relate better to the process of a painting? Both 

artworks (Fig. 3 and Fig. 4) are excellent examples related to my question, that 

artworks containing multiple processes and mixing media from photography, 

sketching, and digitised imaging to installation are often hard to categorise. For 

such photographs of things show how photography can fill objects with new 

meaning. Marina Warner (Booth 2004, p.7) declared that in these types of 

photographs consciousness and content are brought to mind and confer a 

different, new existence on them. In general, we relate to it as "Contemporary Art". 

Barbara E. Savedoff (Savedoff 2000, p.31) argues that the way we perceive and 

comprehend photographic images differs greatly from the way we look at other 

images. She mentioned that photography has the unusual ability to transform its 

subject from a realistic visual to an art form. A disregard for boundaries of category 

and style, would in turn allow creativity to flow through many possibilities of new 

channels. 

 

With the examples (Fig. 3 and Fig. 4), could the meaning and purpose of 

photography change? In fog and mist conditions, could direct documentary - 

straightforward recording - meaning, too, blur away from its direct perception?  
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Fig. 3 - Journey Within by Luisa Mesa (Mesa 2007)  

Mixed Media on Wood Panels.  

46"x 46" x 4", 2007. 

 

 

 

Fig. 4 - Rhythm, Repetition and Sequence - Reflection Within. 

Photographic print.  

170cm x 120cm, 2011. 
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ñThe camera is an instrument that teaches people how to see without a camera.ò 

Dorothea Lange. (Vernon 2010) 

 

The credibility of photography as a valid art form is the subject of an ongoing 

discussion in the in academia (Lieu 2013) and photography forum (Prodger 2012). 

Nonetheless, Jonathan Jones (Jones 2014) dictates that photography is not an art 

form, it is technology. He claims that a photographer is not in full command of the 

outcome when an intermediary device is used in creating the visual. Thus, an 

artistôs talent cannot be completely manifested in a photograph he or she captures. 

Professional photographers like Sebastiao Salgado (Genesis series) who have 

laboured for hours and years to capture an image in their mind's perception know 

that this not true (Lacayo 2013).  

 

 

2.1 Photography as a medium of documentation: Are documentary 

photographs art forms or straightforward recordings?   

 

 
Documentary photography continues to arouse questions of artistic value and the 

purpose of its endeavour. Can it be considered art, or is it very simply 

straightforward recordings of its subjects? 

 

Liz Wells (Wells 1997, p.20) claimed that when a technology exits it can become 

acquainted and initiated into civil use in a diversity of both anticipated and 

unexpected directions. Photography is akin to the language of visualising. The 

same photograph cannot be reproduced unless one is purposely imitating the work 

in the exact timing and composition. Besides where one "stands", what one "sees" 

is supposedly an experience of communication. 

 

We communicate with verbal language each day. Some of us are able to 

communicate in multiple languages. In order to communicate in a second 

language besides the mother tongue requires training and understanding of 
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everyday happenings and cultural events. We usually relate visuals to the idea of 

language: a kind of nonverbal communication that can be understood, interpreted 

and decrypted by visual appearance. This visual information and memory 

accumulated over time become oneôs registered knowledge and experience. 

 

In photography, visual interpretation, visual reality and documentary studies are 

typically based on "photojournalism". Photographers like Sabastiao Salgado and 

Amy Vitale who enter the borderland come equipped with a documentary 

approach from a photojournalism background. This means photojournalists take 

what they see. The utmost importance in storytelling and reporting is the fact and 

truth. Manipulations of imagery are not permitted in photojournalism (NPPA 2012). 

On the other hand, the studies of fine art and contemporary photography maintain 

a rare presence in borderland research. 

 

Photography as an art form has been thoroughly and continually debated due to 

its chemical and mechanical nature. In the early 19th century, photographs were 

mainly found in historical records and archives; they were also frequently used as 

a tool to inform the public of daily and ongoing issues as a way to improve social 

transformation. In the late 20th century, we find the line blurred between fine art 

and documentary visuals. As an art form that depicts diversified agendas 

significantly different from other forms of art, photography now draws interest and 

attention in a drastically new way. Martha Rosler (Linfield 2012) proclaimed, 

ñImperialism breeds an imperialist sensibility in all phases of cultural lifeò; and 

photographs appeared  as the most imperialist of all, as it detains a fraction of 

time. 

 

Nevertheless, photography critics like Susan Sontag (Sontag 2011) think 

documentary photography is not an art form because it is directly related to and 

revealing the occurrence of an event. A piece of photographic art usually contains 

hidden meaning and conceptual representation that urges the audience to 

discover and puzzle out according to their own interpretation and experience. 
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2.2  Photography in Practice (Fog and Mist Photography) 

 

 

ñThe painter constructs, the photographer discloses.ò  

Susan Sontag (Goodreads n.d).  

 

In practical photography, fog and mist photographs often occur in landscape and 

environmental photography, photojournalism and artistic photography. Fog and 

mist remain the main metaphor and component of the subjects in these forms of 

photography; however, their content greatly differs, one from another. 

 

 

 

    2.2.1 Landscape Photography 

 

 

Landscape photography generally showcases the essence of sheer beauty in 

nature, often free of man-made structures. I would define landscape photographyôs 

aim as capturing marvellous nature and appreciating its beauty as the key 

aesthetic goal. Together with portraiture, landscape photography dominated 

photographyôs content from its beginnings. Photography has had an intimate 

relationship with the landscape aesthetic, similar to portraitureôs core interest in 

human faces and figures (Gilbert 2012, p.15). Portraiture is usually taken in 

vertical (portrait) format, tending to focus on facial and figure expression, but the 

unique characteristics in each personôs expression and the ever-changing human 

condition have allowed its theme to continue to flourish, likewise with landscape 

photography. Till now, almost all camerasô viewfinders have been produced in 

ñlandscapeò - horizontal format. It is also the norm and basis of decent landscape 

photography. This is mainly because the landscape format allows photographers 

to better capture the horizon, allowing viewers to see and sense the space better 

_______________________________________________________________________________________

               Page 14 



 Background and Literature Review 

_______________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

and to a greater extent when the image is displayed. Therefore, the portrait format 

is not usually an ideal format for landscape photography, but much more suitable 

for portraiture.  

 

Landscape does not fit exactly into any object or subject classification; it rather 

relates to how humanôs visualise the land form (Gilbert 2012, p.55). The visual 

experience and picturesque quality of landscape rest well as an aesthetic 

category. Similar to any aesthetic category, the ideas of segregation and scrutiny 

are the fundamental departure points in landscape photography. First, there is the 

distinction between object and subject in landscape, then the selection process of 

pleasing and quaint beauty in nature. The perception of landscape photography 

makes the photographer observe, distinguish and often be alienated from nature. 

Pure landscape photography tends to focus solely on the land, without human and 

man-made objects. Pure landscape photographers like David Ward and Joseph 

Meehan, strive to explore and showcase the untouched and rare natural 

landscape beauty (see p.22 & 27). Certainly there are many undiscovered natural 

wonders in different continents beyond our imagination that we have yet to come 

across. Magical nature continues to surprise and amaze us in different seasons, 

climates and horizons.  

 

While photography was produced for landscape, landscapes have been remade 

for photography; and landscape photography changes the way humans see the 

earthôs surface, while photographers continue to explore the notion of landscapes. 

Landscape photographers predominantly show landforms, light and weather 

conditions as their content in photography. Therefore, landscape photography 

covers a broad definition, such as seascapes, waterfalls, mountains, lakes, rivers, 

and forests, which are especially popular in classical landscape photography. 

Aside from nature it now also includes urban settings and industrial areas, 

especially in much contemporary landscape photography works like Yann Arthus 

Bertrand, Andrew McConnell and Daesung Lee (see p.17-18). Classical landscape 

photography is mostly inspired by traditional landscape paintings, whereas still life  
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painting correlates to still life photography, and portrait painting correlates to 

portrait photography, although the techniques can be applied to other photographic 

subjects as well. There is a significant shift in landscape photography where 

notable photographers like Edward Weston and Ansel Adams often use different 

representation to direct the relationship between man and nature, rather than 

capturing pure nature and environment only. 

 

During the fifteenth-century, landscapes were painted as backdrops in biblical or 

mythical storytelling, such as in Jan van Eyckôs The Ghent Altarpiece, c. 1432 and 

Botticelliôs The Birth of Venus, c. 1485. Most of these ñprospectò landscape 

paintings depict a rich, fertile and marvellous environment, while the foreground is 

filled with mythical characters. This contrasts with the late Renaissance period 

(17th century), by which time landscape paintings appear to encompass a lot of 

human activity in rural areas and battlefields such as Pieter Brueghel the 

Youngerôs Crucifixion, c. 1617 and Peter Paul Rubensôs The Battle of the 

Amazons, c. 1615. Most of these landscape paintings were filled with heavy and 

dramatic clouds, as if the future was uncertain. The green space - Landscape - is 

shrinking in size tremendously century by century and day by day, losing to the 

human social and economic system. This pushes landscape photographers to 

divert and explore new courses. Eugenie Shinkle claims that the close future of 

contemporary landscape photography is a thrusting out of spaces and systems 

that dominated the green environment - Cityscape (Deriu 2012, pp.32-36). Such 

populated environments only add and intensify the sense of disaffection and 

hostility. Not only do humans alter the landscape for their own comfort, but many 

irresponsible and uncontrolled corporations, factories and individuals contaminate 

the landscape and ecological environment continuously. Certainly the future of 

landscape is reflected in such worrying conditions as much as in landscape 

photography. What is there left in the future to be photographed as pure 

ñlandscapeò? What was once exuberant and aesthetic in landscape photography 

could shift its position into a scientific archival category when all landscapes are 

dominated by cityscapes in the future.   
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The context of ñcontemporaryò landscape photography pronounced a juncture in 

the worldwide phantasmal, that the ñunreal, culmination, homeliness and 

annoyanceò of pessimistic abstraction and metaphor are applied with landscape as 

a cultural backdrop and conceptual ground of (Fig. 5 - Fig. 7) recent photographic 

projects (Roberts 2010, p.137). Landscape photography that was once focussed 

on inviting, pure and virgin land form would be considered a luxury for mere 

admiration; instead, it is as if a hostile environment and inhabited landscape are 

much more welcome in contemporary landscape photography. Why? It is not only 

because of environmental decline, but such problematic environments need 

immediate reconciliation before all hope and natural green is gone. It is evident in 

many contemporary landscape photographs that apocalyptic environments are 

conceptually captured and displayed by current photographers for immediate 

meditation and reflection on such drastic environmental and pollution issues.    

 

       

Fig. 5 - Futuristic Archaeology by Daesung Lee, 2014. (Lee 2014) 
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Fig. 6 - Village in the swamps, Joglei, South Sudan by Yann Arthus Bertrand, 2011. (Bertrand 2011) 

  

 

Fig. 7 - Rubbish Dump, Agbogbloshie, Ghana by Andrew McConnell, 2009. (McConnell 2009) 
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Photographs seize an open space into a specific location; the earthôs surface is 

arrested as landscape. Photographs enfold reality; they turn into an act of 

colonisation (Wells 2011, p.56). The entrapment of a single frame of landscape 

would only allow viewers to see and understand a limited prospect compared to 

the photographer who has actually been to the site. The perceived subject in 

landscape photography is of course a subjective representation according to oneôs 

knowledge, cultural background and preconceived ideas. Nonetheless, 

photography provides and extends our sense of knowledge, not only by bringing 

us to nature as a witness, but also sharing awareness of the human and 

landscape relationship, as well as geographical and historical facts. When humans 

continue to discover the undiscovered, the discovery usually leads humans to alter 

reality (landscape and landform) and push the boundary to a new horizon. The 

thirst for more and better, leads humans to a self-conflicting dilemma with the 

limited green. Many times, during the interventions between land and space which 

mostly resulted from human activity, we feel sorry, apologise, feel remembered 

and forgotten. In urban areas and cities, we may only find artificial green when 

new humanscapes continue to spread at speed, eliminating the natural green 

space. As humans colonised the land over and over, the modified landscape 

resulted in a paradox of the divine and the repulsive, serenity and agony.  

 

Landscape photography itself has evolved as a powerful phenomenon since the 

invention of photography: from admiration of the sheer joy of beauty in landscape 

to a melancholic struggle of humans to maintain the green environment. Land 

matters. From the ecological standpoint it matters too, and concerns political, 

social and economic development. (Wells 2011, pp.301-302) Contemporary 

landscape photography, exercised by current emerging photographers like Yann 

Arthus Bertrand, Andrew McConnell, Daesung Lee, Christian Fletcher, Edward 

Burtynsky, Adam Jeppesen and Todd Hido, urges us to have confidence in our 

own awareness and bring landscape into focus for critical evaluation in regards to 

methods, contexts, topics and creative results. If viewers cannot give in to the idea 

of admiration of sheer beauty for the remaining natural green space, at least the 
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critical and shameful act of human photographs would help to provoke and reflect 

the attention needed to protect the landscape.  

 

Viewing and analysing some of the practical landscape photographs captured 

during fog and mist presence could help to navigate the unfinished contexts and 

uncover the potential of new landscape charm. In my landscape photographs, I 

often see that what is less is more. When fog and mist surround the landscape, 

low visibility could push photographers to unwrap the mysteriously unexpected 

beauty in the landscape, as compared to the clear and bright day. The 

ordinariness in borderlands is once again brought to light for the re-examination of 

territorial and new frontier relationships. It is another way of suggesting the need 

for attention to landscape at the borderland region, while conflict continues to 

damage universal open or green space. I envision this would be how I should 

strive to photograph the landscape from Western China to the Himalayan region 

during this research, in order to relate and create multiple dimensions of social 

context that would break the framed, motionless landscape aesthetic.     

 

ñIf photographs are messages, the message is both transparent and mysterious.ò 

Susan Sontag (Sontag 2001, p.111) 

 

By reviewing the ñlines of sightò evident in the geographic photograph of the non-

Westerner, we become aware that it is not simply a captured view of other, but 

rather a dynamic site at which many gazes or viewpoints intersect. (Lutz 1993, 

p.187). However, often the gaze through the camera viewfinder from the 

photographer in the actual space (landscape), is very different than the viewerôs 

gaze at the photographed landscape. Firstly, the sense of location between the 

photographer and the viewer is different: the photographer being on the actual site, 

and the viewer being off-site, possibly in the gallery to view the arrested 

landscape. Secondly, the moment of the landscape is ever-changing until the 

photographer freezes it. However, the viewer is looking at the framed, deceased, 

still moment of the landscape. Thirdly, the landscape photographer obtains the 
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power to control and determine the captured moment, but the viewer can only 

gaze from a predetermined moment of the landscape captured by the 

photographer. The landscape photographer would conceptualise, share new sight 

and contribute knowledge as the primary provider, whereas the viewer would be 

the receiver and beneficiary. Each would interpret the landscape differently from 

their own point of view, preconceived knowledge and cultural background. It is 

very rare that the photographer and the viewer depict and interpret a landscape 

photograph in the same way.   

 

Landscape photographers are given the opportunity to examine the environment 

from various points of view: 1.Standpoint and 2.Narration, both of which lead to a 

different perception and its significance. Each standpoint to the landscape 

provides different sights and scenes. The act of what the photographer will be able 

to gaze upon depends very much on his/her standpoint. Each standpoint has its 

own advantages and disadvantages, because the higher one stands, the more one 

may see, but may not know what is at the bottom of the landscape until the 

photographer reaches it. The standpoint provides the fundamental base to allow 

the photographer to narrate his/her own points of view regarding to the journey 

and borderland geography. The photographer would proceed to envision and 

capture the landscape in the composition he/she desired in order to narrate the 

facts or to conceptualise his/her context and idea. The Westerner who explores 

these landscapes (From Western China to the Himalayan Region) brings important 

input and output of different interpretations of the region as compared to the local 

or Non-Westerner. The Western photographers would tend to capture the 

significance and appealing yet distant visual as their content. However, the local 

and Non-Westerner tend to witness and spend their time well to capture the 

ordinariness, yet to bring out the extraordinary. Often the same landscape may be 

photographed and perceived uniquely differently by the Westerner and Non-

Westerner in their own experience, standpoint and narration. Nonetheless, the 

photographerôs gaze and the gaze of the viewers (Borderlanders) overlap in most 

situations; only the landscapes remain the same as the foreground or backdrop 
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which indicate the possible sense of location and geography. Landscapes from 

Western China to the Himalayan Region continue to stimulate different 

experiences as an ideal ideological and ecological space to inspire and to dream 

beyond the borders.         

 

Could there be more beyond the expression of sheer beauty in landscape 

photography? How can photographers break through the ordinariness of the misty 

and foggy landscape photography?   

 

     

Fig. 8 - Nearly Monochrome by David Ward (Ward n.d)  

 

Of course, there is plenty of innovative work in the landscape genre, such as 

David Wardôs mesmerising work on small-scale scenes. Almost monochromatic 

subjects (Fig. 8) are what he focusses on. The photographic works are in colour, 

but looking almost monochromatic, display a positive result and inspiration to my 

practical photography research work on borderlands. When fog and mist enter a 

colour scene, it also results in a similar grey tone, but still in colour. David Ward's 

works also urged me to look at small and critical details existing in the 

environment.  
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Fig. 9 - Morning Mist by Jan Tºve (Tove 2013) 

 

Jan Tºveôs intricate Nordic landscapes (Fig. 9) that resemble Chinese watercolour 

or Chinese national painting show me that I can take a photograph in any location 

and weather condition, pushing the art forward with his cleverly-conceived and 

subtle compositions.   

Yet, at the more commercial end of professional landscape photography, and even 

more so on the amateur side, the photographic style remain confined neither 

leading to a significant leap in creativity nor breaking the current stylistic mould. 

This is why we encounter repeated ideas and similar visuals frequently. Could it 

simply be that photographers are reacting to their customersô tastes? In many 

cases I am sure this is so. Or maybe it is down to the mainstream photographic 

press which has never really been able to see beyond this style. It is, rather 

depressing that very little seems to have changed in landscape imagery unless 

photographers have been willing to explore a much deeper meaning. Until today, 

the vast majority of landscape photography continues to appear in a classical 

landscape style which was innovative 150 years ago. 

 

_______________________________________________________________________________________

               Page 23 



Background and Literature Review 

_______________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

 

Fig. 10 - Animal inclusion - Serenity. (Outdoor n.d) 

 

I am exploring landscapes to understand what makes them photographically 

interesting or at least different from the usual repeated imagery. Images with 

animalsô inclusion (Fig. 10) express serenity and quietness in the landscape. This 

image (Fig. 11) is considered a typically "romantic" landscape when couples 

express their loving relationship in parkland. On the other hand, a similar image 

(Fig. 12) is also in parkland, but free from our notion of romanticism due to the 

lonely human appearance and action in the composition. The fog and mist help to 

enhance the content dramatically in terms of nature's beauty from an ordinary 

place. Besides the dramatic fog and mist in the landscape, the action and 

expression of the characters are important factors in depicting the content. The 

two photographs below urge me to pay attention to simultaneously occurring 

actions that may lead to defining the content of the moment. Another way of 

expressing this is to say "content free", such that only the form carries the interest 

with the inclusion of the human in the composition.  
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Fig. 11 - Human inclusion - Romanticism. (Couple n.d) 

 

 

Fig. 12 - Human inclusion - Lost and Desperate. (Christopher n.d) 

 

_______________________________________________________________________________________

                Page 25 



    Background and Literature Review 

_______________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

 

Fig. 13 - Industrial Pollution - Environment Proof by Peter Baas. (Baas n.d) 

 

 

Landscape photography also includes the controversial topic of environmental air 

pollution. Air pollution (Fig. 13) is harmful substances and toxic chemicals emitted 

to the air, resulting in contamination on earth. Heavy industries are considered the 

primary contributing factor to air pollution. Such devastating events may remind us 

of foggy and misty days.  

 

 

Fig. 14 - Natural Pollution, Mount Bromo.  (Mount 2012) 

 

_______________________________________________________________________________________

                Page 26 



   Background and Literature Review 

_______________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Both the natural gases and the toxic chemicals released to the air resulted in 

resemblance to fog and mist effects. The forces of nature, like tsunamis, 

earthquakes, storms and volcanic eruptions (Fig. 14) are some of the most 

dangerous and deadly natural disasters. The resulting fog can be a quiet and 

deadly act of nature. 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 15 - Fog and mist photography by Joseph Meehan. (Meehan n.d) 

 

The final practical work of the thesis, In and Out of the Mist will explore the 

balance of monochromes and the limited usage of achromatic values, while 

capturing borderland activities from Western China to the Himalayan Region 

(which include landscape activities and puzzling human activities) by challenging 

the mindôs neutral grey balance. A surrealistic style will be brought into the reality 

of an elusive moment. As compared to the above images (Fig. 15) from Joseph 

Meehan's fog and mist landscape photography, which takes place in vibrant 

colours and detail, resting calmly in perfect composition, my borderlands final 

photography series will demonstrate the opposite, suggesting the unfinished, the 

ongoing, the imperfect composition and the lost track of location and time in the 

borderlands.   
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   2.2.2  Documentary Photography  

 

 

During the late 19th century, the documentary photography genre was born. 

Timothy O'Sullivan, Karl Bulla, Edward Curtis, William Henry Jackson and Peter 

Henry Emerson are the most notable early period documentary photographers. 

Documentary photography normally relates closely to photojournalism. Both 

documentary photography and photojournalism involve the quest of who, where, 

when and how. They remind us to look at place, time and subject. However, there 

are differences between photo documentaries and photojournalism: similar media, 

nonetheless sending different modes of message. The documentary work can be 

completed in a short period or over stretches of long periods of time that last for 

decades; documentary photographers reveal life. On the other hand, 

photojournalists reveal moments of life. Photojournalism images are constructed 

for temporary audience involvement, whilst documentary photography images are 

for long term critical research. Photojournalists capture frozen instants of ñmomentò 

rather than revealing layers of antiquity and the passage of time - ñlifeò. 

Photojournalists sometimes leave viewers with unfinished context and incomplete 

storytelling; they leave the viewers with incomplete evidence, leading viewers with 

biased, different and unsettling opinion. Photojournalism images are usually 

published in newspapers which are for short-term consumption and purposes. 

 

The documentary photographer is given more time and space to show the 

interlacing layers of life, aspects of everyday existence, and various conditions of 

peopleôs emotions over different periods of transition. When exhibited and 

presented, viewers are emboldened to analyse according to their own experience 

and knowledge. Documentary photography images are published in higher quality 

magazines such as National Geographic, Life and Time, or books from renowned 

publishers such as Magnum, Phaidon and Taschen.       
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The motivation, reaction and relationship each attach to the images created is the 

core distinction between documentary photography and photojournalism. The 

documentary photographer studies his or her subject as an extension of research 

and calculation; the photojournalist usually reacts instinctively and intuitively to an 

incident and situation. The documentary photographer creates and uses the 

images as a form of storytelling, to understand and elaborate the study beyond the 

camera viewfinder, while the photojournalist captures the moments that appeal to 

him or her. It is because of time constraints that photojournalists capture the 

essential images by juxtaposing the direct messages and images in a short period, 

rather than the interpretation with elaborate words and exquisite images that 

require time and witness by the documentary photographer to disclose the 

undiscovered aspect of life.   

 

Photojournalism is usually not for artistic pursuit or aesthetic indulgence: it can be 

used to promote political propaganda, social change, cultural festivals and 

celebrations. Its main objective is to record the evidence of fractions of time and 

moments of a specific situation. 

 

Documentary photography may be presented in a single image or more often 

presented in a series accompanied by text to describe the event, time and location 

with thorough research and in-depth articulation. Documentary photographers 

transform, create and accumulate meticulous moments of timeless impression of 

the truth. 

 

Of course, there are photographers who publish books and exhibit their 

photojournalistic photographs, yet what is attained is simply astounding and 

nothing more. Having travelled extensively in this region (from Western China to 

the Himalayan region), I am sure these sensational, momentary flashes do happen 

in many other critical and conflict-driven borderlands. Angry borderlanders, poor 

and starving refugees, destroyed homeland and communities in pain are not new 

to me. However, there is much more subtle unfinished content in life, than ñhowò 
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and ñwhyò behind the scenes which is untold or unexplored, and needs further 

research or to be rediscovered in a different way than attention grabbing and 

pounding images of the helpless. For example (Fig. 16), Timothy O'Sullivan's 

prominent photos on subjects in the American Civil War were circulated for many 

years. 

 

Timothy H. OôSullivanôs Civil War photographs are difficult to fit into any aesthetic 

category. The main reason is because of his involvement in exploratory 

expeditions in the Civil War as a documentary photographer. Another reason is 

because his photographs often evoke the mystery, inhospitable landscape and 

horrors of war. It is for these reasons that his works are often categorised as 

scientific photography (Giblett 2012, P. 79).   

 

 

Fig. 16 - Battle of Gettysburg, American Civil War 1963 by Timothy H. O'Sullivan. (Sandler 1989) 

 

The above photo, The Battle of Gettysburg, photographed by Timothy H. 

OôSullivan, became well known many years later because it reflected the true 

extent of the Civil War. The photograph shows dead soldiers on the battleground. 
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This became such an iconic photograph that many photojournalists today are still 

trying to capture the same sensational moment. It was unlike any landscape and 

artistic photography, which usually depicted a calm and peaceful imagery. The 

smoke from the battleground creates a sense of horror and a devastated scene of 

human conflict and dispute over territory.  

 

Documentary photography such as war photography usually contained vivid, 

shocking and intense imagery to evoke the viewer's and reader's emotions. The 

public learns ongoing information, such as cultural, political and environmental 

issues, through documentary photography. In order to show and publish injustice 

around the world, the Magnum international cooperative agency was founded by 

pioneer photojournalists after World War II, in 1947, in Paris. The highly regarded 

masters and pioneers of documentary Magnum photographers are Robert Capa, 

Henri Cartier-Bresson, David Seymour and George Rodger. All of their works are 

unique and provide historical evidence resulting in the archive of time.   

 

During the 1970s, photographers such as Bernd and Hilla Becher started to gain 

interest in industrial conceptual art through documentary photography. They are 

renowned for their articulate documentation of manmade industrial structures, 

such as water towers (Fig. 17), blast furnaces, mine heads, gas tanks, etc. Both 

photographers incorporate non-distorted angles, repetitive objects and 

documented structures as their basis in compiling subjective and conceptual works 

of art.  
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Fig. 17 - Water Towers by Bernd and Hilla Becher Germany, 1980-1989. (Guggenheim 2013) 

 

 

Bernd and Hilla Becherôs rare approach and unique concept in documentary 

photographs were defined as works of art rather than mere historical documents. 

Instead of solely and directly capturing an event, Bernd and Hilla Becher inspired 

many photographers to approach documentary images from a personal interest, 

unique style, subjective and artistic dimension, by amplifying the documentary 

value with an individual view. An "intellectual" documentary photography work 

does not only capture the direct and present moment which requires well trained 

_______________________________________________________________________________________

               Page 32 



Background and Literature Review 

_______________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

technical skill and observation, it also requires analysis, research and long periods 

of study by producing a series of works that take a concept as a starting point into 

a new artistic form. The traditional distinction between documentary image and 

work of art has become harder to define when objective representation and 

subjective meaning synthesise into a new visual interpretation. Nowadays, 

documentary works are being recorded in a creative way and style. Nonetheless, 

the main goal of documentary should be to achieve the same function - to provide 

information. The provided visual information should be correct, truthful and 

original. 

 

 

 

Fig. 18 - Helicopter to evacuate a fallen soldier, Long Khanh Province, Vietnam War, 1966. (Epley 1966) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

_______________________________________________________________________________________

               Page 33 



Background and Literature Review 

_______________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

 

Fig. 19 - The Iraq War by Carolyn Cole, 6 April, 2003. (Cole 2003) 

 

 

At first glance, from a photographic and chaotic devastation point of view, there 

seems not much difference (photographically) between the Vietnam War in 1966 

(Fig. 18) and Iraq War 2003 (Fig. 19), although these historical events are 37 

years apart. Even though the motivation, reasons for war and geographical 

location appear very different, the battlefield flame and horrifying imagery are 

similar, and the way of dying remains the same. The smoke and flame are 

everywhere; many local residents are homeless in their own homeland. The 

smoke and flame seem to find their way to replay again and again, as an important 

role in the epic struggle of human history. The recent war photographs below (Fig. 

20 and Fig. 21) by Zoriah Miller demonstrate the ongoing lethal and devastating 

effects of war. 
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Fig. 20 - War Photography by Zoriah Miller. (Miller n.d) 

 

 

Fig. 21 - War Photography by Zoriah Miller. (Miller n.d.) 

 

Military administrations and governments release war photographs according to 

their own preferred content and practice. The main purpose is to renounce the 

death toll in armed conflicts as the result of history. The "nature" of death and the 
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"nature" of modern weaponry are collapsed into each other. These elements of 

"nature" are bolstered by the obvious realism of photography. Faced with these 

representations of the "steps" of the war, based upon the commonly accepted 

truth-value of the documentary photograph, readers are encouraged to think of the 

war in these terms, but not in any others. Nothing has changed: the heat, the 

flame and the smoke still occur in every war zone. In reality, technology changed 

everything; death remains the only constant.  

 

When stylistic innovation is no longer possible in the world, what remains is an 

imitation of dead styles (Foster 1985, p.17).  Whether it is the first testing rocket 

launch (Fig. 22) or the unauthorised and threatening launch of a satellite (Fig. 23), 

the massive heat, flame and gas emitted from the rocket creates a false natural 

effect of fog and mist that pollutes the earth. It also depletes the stratospheric 

ozone. Without mentioning the failed rocket launch that also polluted the earth and 

space, the reactive gases emitted from the rocket into space, too, cause ozone 

molecules to break apart. The "cost" we pay for each rocket launch is high. 
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Fig. 22 - The Bumper C-2, July, 1950. The First Rocket Launch from Cape Canaveral, Florida, USA. Rocket 

testing systems and research on the upper atmosphere. (Grinter 1950) 

 

 

Fig. 23 - North Korea, satellite Kwangmyongsong-3 launch, 2012. (Ians 2012) 
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The mass protest on the street (Fig. 24) in Taksim Square, Istanbul, Turkey, proves 

that the use of tear gas, water cannon, pepper spray and rubber bullets are 

effective enough to disperse and diffuse the massive rallying crowds. However, 

there are many questions, such as the use of chemical material causing side 

effects to the local citizens. Tear gas and pepper spray, also known as a 

lachrymator, are non-lethal chemical weapons that cause pain in the respiratory 

and nervous system, as well as tears and blindness in the eyes. The temporary 

effects of tear gas and memorable acts from the public are direct conflicts between 

government and citizens who demand transparency in democracy. The hazy gas 

difussed the tension, makes the documentary photography below impactful when 

the surroundings become chaotic and confusing.   

 

  

   

   

Fig. 24 - Street Protest on 11 June 2013 by Hurriyet Newspaper Online Photo Gallery. (Dogan 2013) 
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Through understanding the nature of documentary photography, my latest 

photography series, In and Out of the Mist will be different compared to pure 

documentary of political conflict and violence. All of the above samples show 

similar effects of fog and mist by capturing the most devastating moment or 

provocative fragment of unrest. However, in contrast, the In and Out of the Mist 

series will depict the surreal moment and explore documentary method by 

capturing moments of silence at borderlands from Western China to the Himalayan 

Region, without having any intensely bombarded visual. It will, instead, be 

peaceful and calm, motivated and quietly urging understanding of borderlands 

harmony. The fog and mist are more than an appearance and effect on the 

borderland; they also represent the philosophical intervention of natural senses 

and instincts. The In and Out of the Mist series suggests to us to photograph in the 

unknown borderland, and to look at iconic subjects and content with fresh 

thoughts. It also challenges us to try to understand and feel a reaction and 

consequence within us, as we understand the meaning of that impact. Seeing and 

hearing the reality may differ from the sudden dream states that we encountered.  

 

 

    2.2.3 Fine Art Photography 

 

"Art Photography" and "Fine Art photography" have no universally accepted 

terminology. These types of photography works are created to support and satisfy 

the photographersô creative vision. The resulting artistic values are very much 

associated with the eyes of beholder. Unlike commercial photography and 

photojournalism, artistic photography does not necessarily need to serve a 

function or provide information. A fine art photographer is free to express his or her 

own metaphor, vision and feelings toward the subject matter. The aesthetic and 

expressive quality of an image is of the utmost important to the artistic 

photographer. In a sense, it can be contemporary, conceptual and experimental. 

There is no work that has not been done before; it is related to the matter of how 

we re-create it in a way that we have never seen before. "Originality" in a piece of 
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work is always the hardest thing to obtain. The ideas, the styles, the techniques or 

the contents are taken from somewhere that inspires the photographer, in order to 

re-create his or her own creative or innovative work.   

 

 

Fig. 25 - Nimbus, Photograph by Berdnault Smilde, 2010. (Gkiouzelis 2013) 

 

Berdnault Smilde, the Dutch artist from Amsterdam, has installed artificial 

atmospheric clouds in empty gallery spaces (Fig. 25). In what seems like a 

magical act, Smilde perfects the atmosphere in the room by regulating the 

temperature and humidity of the space; then, when the moment is right, he 

activates the fog machine, spraying cotton-like cloud into the middle of the gallery 

space before it evaporates.   

 

ñIôm interested in the ephemeral aspect of the work. Itôs there for a brief moment 

and then the cloud falls apart. Itôs about the potential of the idea, but in the end it 

will never function. The photograph is a ódocumentô, the only proof of its existence 

if a viewer misses itò Smilde said. (Ang 2013) 
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Smilde carefully observes and chooses dreamlike spaces as his setting, such as 

empty galleries and churches (Fig. 26 and Fig. 27). During the first forming of the 

injected clouds and fogs, it seems as if strange life forms will emerge out of them. 

Later on, the strange clouds and fogs seem to have strangely magnetic effects that 

absorb all life within the room and disappear gradually when one tries to approach 

and catch them. It reminds us of painter Rene Magritte's surreal puffy cloud 

paintings, except these are photographic works.  

 

 

Fig. 26 - Nimbus, Photograph by Berdnault Smilde, 2012. (Gkiouzelis 2013) 

 

 

Fig. 27 - Nimbus, Photograph by Berdnault Smilde, 2012. (Haag 2012) 
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Fig. 28 - New Landscapes, photography by Yao Lu. (Vomitto 2008) 
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Yao Lu skilfully addresses the issues of global sustainability and the current state 

of our environment.  His series of work (Fig. 28) depicts piles of garbage and 

waste dumps covered in green and grey fishing nets, reassembled and digitised in 

computer manipulation that remind us of traditional Chinese landscape painting 

shrouded in fog and mist. Quite exquisitely, the images are inspired by traditional 

Chinese paintings and are as harmonious in beauty as they are jarring in 

content. This series of works reminds us of the past and future at the same time, 

as the colour is cleverly saturated. It looks like painting and photography at the 

same time. Yao Lu intends to address the excessive growth of China, where 

nature is quickly dominated by unwanted waste and crowded buildings, 

endangering the environment.  

 

Yao Lu continues to maintain his style with a graceful feeling. The element of 

traditional Chinese painting like the use of composition, line, framing and density 

can be observed easily in his works. He believes that a good artwork should be 

composed of core aesthetic elements, reflecting the intellectual knowledge, 

justifying the critical thinking and demonstrating the skill of the photographer.  

 

 

 

Fig. 29a - Photography by Amber Gray. (Gray n.d) 
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Fig. 29b - Photography by Amber Gray. (Gray n.d) 

 

Fig. 29c - Photography by Amber Gray. (Gray n.d) 

 

Gray uses much soft-focus, shallow depth of field, fog and mist in her photography 

and film works. Her artistic photography (Fig. 29a, b, c) focusses on beauty and 

fashion, using a dreamy and surrealistic style inspired by fantasies. The results are 

carefully planned lighting with the extensive use of foggy and misty effects. Most of 

her works are a romantic, nature-inspired collage of daydreaming and fairness in a 

purple-tone palette.   
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Fig. 30a - Situation, Photography by Maia Flore. (Flore 2013) 

 

 

Fig. 30b - Situation, Photography by Maia Flore. (Flore 2013) 

 

 

Fig. 30c - Situation, Photography by Maia Flore. (Flore 2013) 

 

_______________________________________________________________________________________

               Page 45 



Background and Literature Review 

_______________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Unlike Amber Grayôs photography style, in Maia Flore's series, Situations (Fig. 30 

a, b, c), a lady in a red dress poses in a foggy landscape, searching for an 

unexplainable feeling of intimacy and freedom with nature. Her red ensemble 

draws the sunôs attention, but she hides herself in the fog. As if she would 

rediscover the land, she walks on the ephemeral clouds that touch the ground and 

then evaporates into the landscape when the sun is back to haunt the mystery. 

Like a game between reality and imagination, the opposition of clear-sightedness 

and a moment of madness, the young girl plays with feelings of confusion. 

Compared with the above (Fig. 28), (Fig. 29a, b, c) and (Fig. 30a, b, c) fine art 

photographs, In and Out of the Mist will not use any prearranged models or 

objects. Everything that happens in the borderlands will need to remain and stay 

as it is. It is a painstaking one shot each for every encounter in fog and mist 

conditions, in this vast borderland which stretches from Western China to the 

Himalayan Region. 

 

In and Out of the Mist will not be a series of abstract artworks, because the viewer 

will be able to see unfolding details and information from the photographs, but 

there are very few details or clues revealed. I am trying to photograph puzzles. I 

attempt to let the photographed subject have enough space to move around and 

breathe freely. Photographers usually photograph a subject or object that is within 

a space. The subject is always the prime target in photography. However it is the 

space that provides and allows all of these desirable compositions to be arrested. 

What falls outside of the frame is thus of infinite alterations and possibilities, an 

uncertain state, obscured and poetic at the same time. These unfinished 

narratives and ambiguities of the photographed subject create a puzzle that 

stretches out between the emotional state and physical territories of our 

environments. In and Out of the Mist will subtly evoke the relationship between 

humans and nature in a duality concept. 
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2.3  The Art of Fog and Mist   

 

There are plenty of astonishing artworks and media based on "The Art of Fog and 

Mist" that inspired me. When I first started photographing the borderlands in fog 

and mist conditions, I searched for inspirational artworks and media done by other 

artists. They provided me with better knowledge of fog and mist usage, creation, 

concept and ways of mastering the aesthetics of fog and mist. After all, artists 

inspire artists.   

 

 

   2.3.1  Painting   

 

People naturally see fog as it is; there is nothing extraordinary about it until poets 

and painters point out the mysterious beauty of fog. Fog had been around forever, 

but no one actually saw it. Fog did not occur until Art "invented" it (Wilde 2012). In 

a panel discussion Sarah Charlesworth said that art had to respond to its own time 

and had to respond to the art of the generation before (Klein 2007, p.139). 

Studying these paintings (Fig. 31 to Fig. 42) and trying to figure out how "fog" was 

mysteriously and conceptually painted at that time, helped me to mature and 

improve the In and Out of the Mist photographic works. 
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Fig. 31 - Wanderer Above the Sea of Fog, 1818. (Friedrich n.d) 

98.40cm x 74.80cm,  Oil on canvas. 

 

The aristocratic, softer, daintier style, known as Rococo, dominated French culture 

in the early 18th century. Rococo is predominantly characterised by elegance and 

sensuality, and was later challenged by the rise of the Enlightenment and the 

Neoclassical style, which placed an emphasis on logic and reason. At the same 

time, there was a revival in the interest in Classicism that was well-known in 

Europe and America. On the other hand, Romanticism too arose in conjunction 

with the Enlightenment school of thought, and was primarily concentrated on the 

sense of imagination and feeling. In mid-century, the invention of photography was 

a substantial milestone, changing the publicôs understanding of "reality". 

 

Caspar David Friedrich painted the notable Wanderer Above the Sea of Fog (Fig. 

31), a renowned Gothic Romantic painting. It depicts the movement's disposition 

towards the Sublime: a deep passion and an emphasis on anxiety, fear, panic   
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and awe in the face of vicious nature and its dramatic qualities. Romanticism 

originated as a revolution against influential social and political norms and the 

perfect rationalization of nature. The artist is also noteworthy for his metaphorical 

landscapes (Fig. 32), which emphasise speculative figures silhouetted against 

morning mists, night skies, arid trees, and Gothic relics. His main curiosity as an 

artist was the rumination on nature. His repeatedly symbolic and anti-classical 

work seeks to reveal the inner experiences of life. 

 

 

 

Fig. 32 - Fog in the Elbe Valley 2, 1821. (Friedrich n.d) 

33cm x 43cm 

Oil on canvas 
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Fig. 33 - Procession in the Fog, 1828. (Oehme n.d) 

Painted by Ernst Ferdinand Oehme . 82x106cm. 

Oil on Canvas. 

 

Ernst Ferdinand Oehme painted the Procession in the Fog in 1828 (Fig. 33). This 

painting reminds us of Caspar David Friedrich's painting Abbey in the Oakwood, 

1809-1810 (Fig. 34). The painting depicts a group of monks dressed in black, like 

on a Halloween day, walking toward the foggy and misty far end of the spooky 

forest. Oeheme's painting makes us wonder what is going on at the back of the 

forest that is covered in dense mist. 

On the other hand, does this painting seem surreal and mysterious enough, if it is 

the netherworld we are seeing? Indeed, it is a good horror painting when humans 

are dressed in black and we are unable to see their faces, leaving us to puzzle.  
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Fig. 34 - Abbey in the Oakwood, 1809-1810. (Perry 2013) 

Painted by Caspar David Friedrich. 

110cm x171cm 

Oil on canvas 

 

Friedrich's painting Abbey in the Oakwood (Fig. 34) encompasses much more 

depth and meaning as compared with Oehme's painting (L' Historien Errant, 

2012). Friedrich's painting is very well rooted, consisting of a deeper message, 

where the painting undoubtedly reveals the graveyard in the foreground, 

expressing the grief of loss of life. The monument in the graveyard may prove the 

glorious and peaceful period in the past. However, the ruin and dried trees evoke 

the dull and cold atmosphere. This painting urged me to produce work that can 

stand the test of time and look at the mysterious and boundless world afresh.   
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Fig. 35 - The Fog Warning, 1885. (Winslow 2009) 

Painted by Winslow Homer. 

76.83 x 123.19 cm  

Oil on Canvas 

 

The Fog Warning (Fig. 35), painted by Winslow Homer in 1885 reminds me that 

anything can happen in a journey and one ought to prepared for the unexpected 

by following oneôs own instinct.  It shows two or more fish weighing down the 

stern, while the fisherman is rolling hard on the choppy sea (Winslow 2009).  The 

grey, weary fog seems to push in, getting nearer to the larger ship as the 

fisherman gazes upon it.  

 

The Fog Warning is a painting that encompasses the intense struggling moment at 

sea, where the fisherman must follow his instinct to either row back to the ship or 

row toward the shore due to the weary weather. The sea could be a good provider 

and a curse at the same time. And the fog is always a misery for the fisherman 

when one happens to get caught in it on the sea. Homer has successfully painted 

the many tempers of the sea as his epic subject.    
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Fig. 36 - Grainstack, Sun in the Mist, 1891. (Goodman 2007) 

Painted by Claude Monet.  

60 x 100.3cm 

Oil on Canvas 

 

During the late 1880s, Claude Monet picked Grainstack (Fig. 36) as a subject to 

paint and to analyse visual perception repeatedly. He painted the grainstack in 

different days, weather and light conditions. He also studied the grainstacks in all 

seasons (summer, fall, winter and spring). He observed and painted the grainstack 

in different sunlight conditions. The above painting (Fig. 36) shows the fall season 

before sunset, where the grain stack is highlighted with a golden outline and while 

the gentle fog has started to form around it. 
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Fig. 37 - Houses of Parliament, Effect of Fog, 1904. (Monetalia 2006) 

Painted by Claude Monet  

92.7cm x 82.6cm 

Oil on canvas 

 

Claude Monet painted hundreds of canvases of the Palace of Westminster, home 

to the British Parliament (Fig. 37) by experimenting with them from the same 

viewpoint on different days, with different lighting and weather conditions. Not only 

that: the brush strokes he applied on each canvas seem different each time. In 

time, Monet successfully mastered the expression of absolute passion in art. 

Claude Monetôs persistence of working on the same subject over and over again 

reminded me to revisit the borderlands in different periods, in search of the 

unexpected and to refine my photographic works in time. 
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Fig. 38 - Fog Horns, 1929. (Esaak n.d) 

Painted by Arthur Dove. 

45.7 x 66 cm 

Oil on canvas 

 

Arthur Dove was often regarded as the first American abstract painter. His works 

are usually painted in vague and dull colours. He sought to paint the 

representation of undiscovered form and environment by minimising an object to 

its purest nature.  

 

When Dove spent several years living near the waters area on Long Island, he 

painted Fog Horns, 1929 (Fig. 38). It is painted in a spectrum of hues visualising 

the foghornsô sound echoing in the air and land. The gradation of brown colour 

represents the formation of sound. I am impressed by his taste of colour palette, 

visual representation, and style of reducing object and subject to the simplest form. 
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Fig. 39 - Yellow Mountain - At Dawn, 1980. (Cultural China 2007)   
Painted by Liu Haisu, 1896-1994. 

47.8cm x 90.8cm 

 

 

Fig. 40 - Yellow Mountain - When the Cloud and Wind meet, 1982. (Cultural China 2007)   
Painted by Liu Haisu, 1896-1994. 

60cm x80cm 

Oil on canvas 
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The father of modern Chinese art, Liu Haisu (1896-1994) had encountered 

countless adversaries, from Conservatives to Nationalists, Socialists to 

Communists - the Red Guards of the Cultural Revolution. He was a teacher and 

frontier Chinese painter who explored and combined European painting 

techniques with traditional Chinese painting methods, like Van Gogh and 

C®zanneôs painting styles. For nearly seven decades, he served as the prominent 

role model in the era of contemporary Chinese fine art painting.  

 

Liu Haisu visited Yellow Mountain more than ten times from 1918 to 1988. His 

artworks (Fig. 39 and Fig. 40) regarding the famous Yellow Mountain are a vivid 

record of his artistic life. The mysterious and artistic fog spread on the Yellow 

Mountain has become an inspiration for many profound painters and 

photographers, not only in China, but worldwide. Liu Haisu's painting inspired me 

to combine external media like fog and mist, as well as incorporating Western and 

Eastern styles on one single canvas. 

 

 

Fig. 41 - Sea and Fog, 2000. (Asfour 2012) 

Painted by Etel Adnan.  

Oil on canvas 
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Etel Adnan is a Lebanese American, who writes what she sees and paints who she 

is. She has written poetry extensively. Her writing suggests a brutal and chaotic 

world, yet her painting (Fig. 41) has a bright and colourful disposition. Her poetry 

must have influenced her paintings rather than the other way round, although they 

do not necessarily have a direct connection. Her painting is the reflection of forces 

that mould the landscape, and her happiness in, and love for, nature. 

 

Etel Adnan's painting provided me a good insight to explore variety of form within 

the simplest subject matter. Sea and Fog (Fig. 41) can be painted in many different 

colours, not only blue or green tones. Her work inspired me to discover other 

forms that look like fog and mist. 

 

 

Fig. 42 - Early Fog, People Rare, 2011 (Hou 2012) 

Painted by Zichao Hou. 

Oil on linen, 90cm x 105cm. 
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A recent graduation show at Central Saint Martinôs by painter Zichao Hou included 

a work entitled Early Fog, People Rare (Fig. 42). At the show, the young painter 

mentioned he has been exploring and tracing the serenity element lately. It is the 

exposition and representation of isolation and silent moment of peopleôs inner 

existence from the outside world. It is a total silence and quiet atmosphere, only 

the breeze flows through the cityscape. Likewise, my view to this painting evokes 

a serene and calmness of white and the silence of the cityscape is what I enjoy 

seeing the most. The painting reminded me to observe and capture the 

unexpected, out-of-silence moments. 

 

 

   2.3.2  Sculpture 

 

 

Fig. 43 - Fog in Strings, Installation Art by Laima Laizane. (Laizane n.d) 

 

This art installation (Fig. 43) is composed of a thin thread in vertical display and 

gentle artificial fog emitted on ground level. Laima's Fog in Strings (Fig. 43) is 

inspired by the natural waterfall current where fog is formed. The display could be 

practically used as a partition between spaces, or situated in between windows. 

This almost still installation reminded me to observe the subtle and gradual unseen 

movement in fog and mist conditions.   
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Fig. 44a - Fog Sculpture at Guggenheim Bilbao, 1998. (Guggenheim 2011) 

Fog Sculpture by Fujiko Nakaya. Guggenheim Bilbao Museum. 

 

 

Fig. 44b - Fog Sculpture at Guggenheim Bilbao, 1998. (Guggenheim 2011) 

Fog Sculpture by Fujiko Nakaya. Guggenheim Bilbao Museum. 

 

Fujiko Nakaya's fog sculpture (Fig. 44a, b) displayed at Guggenheim Bilbao 

Museum is empirical and uncontainable in nature. The installation blends itself 

perfectly with water, atmosphere, air, time and space. Certainly, it is something 

more than a regular dimensional sculpture and it could be closely related to 

conceptual and land arts. The uncontainable sculpture results in a natural hot 

spring like quality at the fountain, causing a mysterious and obscured experience 

to many visitors. 
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Fig. 45a - Emptyful, 2012. (Carter n.d) 

Sculpture by Bill Peche and Chris Pekar. 

 

 

Fig. 45b - Emptyful, 2012. (Carter n.d) 

Sculpture by Bill Peche and Chris Pekar. 
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Emptyful, an art installation (Fig. 45a, b) created by Bill Peche and Chris Pekar, is 

a colossal sculpture with colourful LED light that spews dripping water. Certainly, it 

is more than a plain humongous installation. The illuminated vessel with colour-

changing light, dribbling water and fog dramatically enhance the environment as a 

substantial glowing light show filled with imagination and life. In summer season 

Emptyful is fully operating, creating radiance against the night sky with green, blue 

and purple tones. However in the winter season, the fog and water will shut off to 

avoid freezing, but continue to impress audiences with warmer tones of light in 

orange, gold and red. The half full and half empty flask continues to arouse the 

spectatorsô interest and fantasy. 

 

Emptyful is inspired by the idea that emptiness is an unlimited, unending space 

where numerous phenomena for instance light, seasons, climate and human 

endeavour intersperse. Winnipegôs architecture is framed and highlighted through 

the open container. The structure also becomes an experiment as a mode to 

recognise that the city itself is a continuous trial, the commodity of knowledge and 

imagination. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

_______________________________________________________________________________________

               Page 62 



Background and Literature Review 

_______________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

    2.3.3 Installation Art 

 

 

Fig. 46 - Tea House Urban Fog. (Tea 2011) 

 

There are no physical emissions or the spreading of fog in this installation. Urban 

Fog is a site-specific response and examination regarding transparency and 

freedom in boundary. Participants are free to enter and spend time at the long 

stretches of structure made of chiffon fabric. Tea House Urban Fog (Fig. 46) aims 

to allow the participants to experience private space. It almost feels like travelling 

inside clouds, where figures tend to emerge, disappear and distort when 

participants walk through light and shadow. The installation provides a very similar 

obscured reality feeling to that which I had while entering the fog and mist 

environment in the unknown borderlands. Visuality and navigation can be blurred 

at any moment encountering the fog and mist. It could be a very good artificial and 

physical simulation to help us to navigate in low visibility conditions. 
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Fig. 47a - Blind Light, an Art Installation by Antony Gormley. (Kennedy 2007) 

 

 

Fig. 47b - Blind Light, an Art Installation by Antony Gormley. (Kennedy 2007) 

 

Antony Gormley's Blind Light installation work (Fig. 47a, b) strangely lures the 

viewer and visitor to enter into a surrounded fog space. The extreme intense fog in 

the glass caused zero visibility to the visitor. While visitors are exploring the fog 

glass, it seems like they are trapped and struggling to find their way out. He 

described the work as an idea of having people in fog and making visitors become 

part of the art, at the same time forcing the visitor to sense a disorientation 

experience (Kelly 2007). It especially makes the participants anxious when they 
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accidentally touch another person. Participants may feel claustrophobia, yet react 

strangely intimately at the same time. 

My In and Out of the Mist artworks could arouse similar feelings of peculiarity to 

Blind Light. This inspired me to create a sense of excitement and ambiguity toward 

puzzling objects and subjects I encountered. I am always excited and surprised by 

the familiar and the unfamiliar visual that I have the privilege to witness. 

  

Fig. 48a - Feelings Are Facts by Olafur Eliasson and Ma Yansong. (Behmann 2010) 

 

 
Fig. 48b - Feelings Are Facts by Olafur Eliasson and Ma Yansong. (Behmann 2010) 

Exhibited at Ullens Centre for Contemporary Art (UCCA), Beijing, China, 2010. 
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The above installation (Fig. 48a and 48b) is a cooperation between Chinese 

architect Ma Yongsong and Danish-Icelandic artist Olafur Eliasson. It is a huge 

space where fog and changing lighting is used to disturb the participantsô daily 

routine orientation. Although the meaning and objective are very similar to Anthony 

Gormley's Blind Light installation, the technique used by Olafur and Ma in Feelings 

Are Facts (Fig. 48a and 48b) is different. They have installed bright, changing, 

colourful fluorescent lights as the fog floats around the gallery space. The visitors 

and participants almost feel like they have entered a disco club interacting with an 

unknown person. The unique colour light spectrum consisting of cyan, magenta 

and yellow arouses the participants to question the nature of reality. When illusion 

and reality are mixed up, what could be the basis of rational and factual judgment? 

I came to understand that by altering reality with the intervention of fog and mist, 

new flavour could be added once in a while to our familiar daily routine.  

 

 

Fig. 49 - Fog Screen, A virtually invisible screen created of fog, 2006. (Gadget 2011) 
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Fog Screen (Fig. 49) is created by using a hanging generated fog device, emitting 

fog within the space without any frame around it. The audience can walk through 

the fog screen and suspended visual as they wish. Two projectors can project at 

the same time from both sides, resulting in visuals overlapping on each other. The 

cold air blending with warm air is forced through a filter before the tiny particles 

were released. Unlike real, natural "fog", Fog Screen uses tiny particles so that it 

could vaporise immediately into the thin air without wetting the space.  

When we are directed to see imagery and go through it, it feels like we are able to 

walk through spirits and souls. A hollow feeling of time and uncertainty urged me 

to capture the unclear or suspicious actions obscured within the mysterious fog 

and mist.   

 

    2.3.4 Performance 

 

 

Fig. 50 - Marilyn Manson Concert in Austin, Texas. 31 August 2007. (Picnic 2007) 

Photo taken by Lithium Picnic. 
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Fig. 51 - Michael Jackson - Dangerous world tour, 1992. (Flamelake 2006) 

 

 

Fig. 52 - Michael Jackson - Dangerous world tour, 1992. (Jackson n.d) 

 

Fog is commonly used on stage at large concerts and performances (Fig. 50, 51, 

52), as stage lights and laser beams (Fig. 53) appear better in fog conditions. For 

fog to appear effectively on stage, it is not only about emitting dense and thick 

particles. Sometimes sudden release of fog may stir the audienceôs attention and 

emotion to another height. Other times, slow release of unnoticeable steady fog 

into the arena or stage will allow light beams to come into sight and move across 

the stage. Fog not only serves as a special effect, it also arouses a psychological 

effect in the audience. Whenever there is fire, explosion or fog on stage, the 

audience tends to respond with higher excitement. Fog also enhances the concert, 

circus and stage performance with a more dramatic atmosphere (Fig. 54). 
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Fig. 53 - Laser Aerial Performance. (Laser n.d) 

    

 

Fig. 54 - Save the Date: Le Ballet de Dracula. (Dracula 2011) 

 

     

    2.3.5 Film Making 

 

Fog is used extensively in movie making, in all its conceptual, technical and 

thematic aspects. The Fog is a famous and well-received horror fiction film 

directed by John Carpenter in 1980 (Fig. 55b and 55c). The story takes place in a 

small town, where a malicious ghost from a shipwreck comes back to life, hunting 

_______________________________________________________________________________________

               Page 69 


