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Practice

In Leslie Hewitt’s photographic series Riffs on Real Time with Ground, an unbounded 
everything—an atmosphere—is sampled in the form of color that is cast out of the picture, 
literally set aside. Next to it, in varying shades of black and white, an achromatic still-life collage 
articulates a post-Conceptual photographic practice. It reveals a piece of personal ephemera 
(a snapshot) atop a piece of public ephemera (a book, a magazine, a doodle), atop a textured 
surface (a floor, a rug). Without color to guide our gaze into a time, place, or mood, achromatic 
photographs surface another context: the optical textures of the photographic image and, here, 
the sculptural qualities of materials that normally register as two-dimensional. The photograph 
and document, when seen as still-life objects, become forms in the world, providing edges, fields, 
and tones for the artist to utilize and emphasize as both subject matter and compositional device. 

The black-and-white photograph “creates distance,” as sociologist Saskia Sassen writes, “and 
thereby unsettles meaning. It is not simply about the image but also about the nonimage—all 
the other presences that hover in a sort of penumbra around the image.” 1 Sassen is after the 
achromatic image’s particular and strategic obfuscation: how it functions as a heuristic that 
enables us to see something that is normally obscured by the color photograph. Achromatic color 
registers as shadow and saturation, becomes form rather than surface, returns the image to the 
sculptural. 

We know from holding a photograph in our hands or panning a succession of images on a screen 
that someone actualized the image, brought it into the visual world rather than enclosing its 
DNA in unprocessed film or corruption-prone digital files. That surfacing of the photographic 
image into the world involved other decisions about its materiality, the interface it offers up for 
perceptual experience. Many thinkers have endeavored to pin down what a photograph is and 
how it functions in the “real” world. In her study of the film still, Laura Mulvey describes a newly 
“pensive spectator” produced by interactive personalized playback equipment, which allowed the 
viewer to pause, stop, rewind, and fast-forward, enabling the contemplation of details and still 
frames.2 To that we can add the experience of holding the image in our own hands, watching while 
walking, utterly transforming our relationship to the “here” that the image offers.

Taking and taking in, or the making and consuming of photography, is more than an optical 
encounter. It approaches the intersection of the body and the photograph as a site of sensuous 
knowledge.3 So too can we consider witnessing, typically synonymous with seeing, through 
other avenues: touch/temperature, smell, and sound. Consider this elsewhere, the world of the 
photograph’s making that extends beyond its frame. Can we ever get there? The found photograph, 

1 Saskia Sassen, “Black and White Photography as Theorizing: Seeing What the Eye Cannot 
See,” Sociological Forum 26, no. 2 (June 2011): 438.

2 Laura Mulvey, Death 24x a Second: Stillness and the Moving Image (London: Reaktion Books, 
2006).

3 See, for example, Alois Riegl’s theories of the haptic and optic, which are aligned, 
respectively, with the objective and subjective; Brooke Belisle’s “Felt Surface, Visible 
Image: Lorna Simpson’s Photography and the Embodiment of Appearance,” Photography 
and Culture 4, issue 2 (July 2011): 157-178; Laura Marks’s The Skin of the Film: Intercultural 
Cinema, Embodiment, and the Senses (Durham: Duke University Press, 2000), Fred Moten’s 
Black and Blur (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2017), and Elizabeth Alexander’s The 
Black Interior (Minneapolis, MN: Graywolf Press, 2004).
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in resisting the possibilities of informational transparency, discloses something unaccountable, 
an opacity, something that probably can’t be seen anyways. Is it an unrecoverable feeling? An 
emotional undertone? A sound that has stopped sounding? What is in the air there, between the 
sun and its reflection, the camera, and surface? 

The colored ground extracts a singular element of the photograph’s atmosphere—maybe the 
horizon inside the photograph, or a hue of wood grain, or a refracted beam from the window—
and displaces it from amorphous zone to surface. This particular reality of the photograph, which 
indexes the environment of its making, sits beside itself. To be beside oneself is to be so overcome 
with emotion or feeling as to be rendered out of control or nearly senseless. The photographic 
recuperation, 50 years later, of snapshots of post–World War II black life acknowledges the 
impossibility of fully accounting for that life. In Fred Moten’s theorization, it is a form of care: 
“People of color don’t quite correspond. Their encountering is objectionable, in resistance to 
objectification. Oblique, positional, sidelong. If the world is a world of faces, they refuse. Such 
refusal is devotion.”4

Thierry de Duve, reflecting on the snapshot, describes the photograph as indexical transfer or “a 
graft off of natural space”: 

it operates as a kind of ostensive gesture, as when we point with the index finger 
at an object to indicate that it is this one, here, that we mean. In a sense, the very 
activity of finding a “focal point”—that is, selecting one particular plane out of the 
entire array of the world spread in depth before us—is itself a kind of pointing, 
a selection of this cut through the world at this point, here, as the one with which 
to fill the indexical sign . . . . [T]he means to the image and the result—have in 
common a contraction of space itself into a point: here as a kind of absolute.5 
(emphasis mine)

In other words, the movement of the eye across various focal points in the photograph bring forth 
a “here” that is a different here than the photograph’s originary time and place.

How do we reconcile the knowledge produced in taking and making a photograph with the 
impossibility of knowing what lies beyond it? That beyond includes its past, its communities of 
circulation, its readership. What material—in and of the photograph—produces its meaning? 
In the photograph, subject and context emerge from foreground and background; color and 
tone suggest an emotional mood or time period. Of the photograph, the space between the 
photographed scene and the photographer, and the air or atmosphere within and beyond that 
space, constitutes what Maurice Merleau-Ponty describes as the “thickness of flesh” between seer 
and seen.6 Of the photograph’s world too are the people who were there during its making and its 
life span, who are looking at it now. Photography, writes Ariella Azoulay, is a civil contract between 
users, mediated not by powers of sovereignty or nation-state but by way of social encounter.7

4 Fred Moten, “Blue Vespers,” Black and Blur (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2017), 239.

5 Thierry de Duve, “Time Exposure and Snapshot: the Photograph as Paradox,” in Photography 
Theory, ed. James Elkins (New York: Routledge, 2007), 116-117.

6 Maurice Merleau-Ponty, The Visible and the Invisible, ed. Claude Lefort, trans. Alphonso 
Lingis (Evanston, IL: Northwestern University Press, 1968), 135-136.

7 Ariella Azoulay, The Civil Contract of Photography (Brooklyn, NY: Zone Books, 2008), 24.
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Riffs on Real Time with Ground 
(Gold), 2017
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Riffs on Real Time (1 of 10), 
2012–2017
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How do we know these unbounded spaces and atmospheres, which are not perceived in the 
photograph but are nonetheless part of it? Maybe we can access the beyond of the photograph by 
allowing its ground, that visual and conceptual field that is coextensive with the world, to surface 
as an expression of and resistance to its unknowable qualities. 

As Keller Easterling notes, “before the word media became associated with…communication 
technologies, it referred to the elements: to the surrounding atmospheres of air, water, earth, and 
fire. And if focus were given to the medium—to the field instead of the object, the ground instead 
of the figure—our sense of the world would be inverted.”8 Collapsing—or perhaps expanding—
the figure/ground and photograph/photographer relationship yields possibilities of interstitiality 
within the image, echoing the radical possibilities of montage and the discursive and historical 
frameworks revealed therein. A photograph that is pensive, to use Roland Barthes’s term, that 
coextensively registers its own atmosphere in “real time,” can be subversive and powerful.9
 

8 Keller Easterling, “The Year in Weather,” Artforum, December 2017, https://www.artforum.
com/print/201710/the-year-in-weather-72467.

9 Roland Barthes writes, “Ultimately, Photography is subversive not when it frightens, repels, 
or even stigmatizes, but when it is pensive, when it thinks,” in Camera Lucida: Reflections on 
Photography, trans. Richard Howard (New York: Hill and Wang, 1981), 38.
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Riffs on Real Time with Ground 
(Cool Red and Minimal 
Saturation), 2018
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Riffs on Real Time (2 of 10), 
2012–2017
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Untitled, 2018
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Riffs on Real Time with Ground 
(Nightshade), 2018
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Riffs on Real Time (3 of 10), 
2012–2017
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Riffs on Real Time with Ground 
(Rose), 2018
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Riffs on Real Time (4 of 10), 
2012–2017
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Binocular Capture, 2018
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Riffs on Real Time (5 of 10), 
2012–2017
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Riffs on Real Time with Ground 
(Blue in the Spectrum  
of Cyan), 2017
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Riffs on Real Time (6 of 10), 
2012–2017
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Unique Capture, 2018
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12–13, 19

atmos/sphere
58



Atmosphere is a term in physics that describes layers of gases 
surrounding a planetary or material body. On earth, this sphere of 
vapor (atmos = vapor; sphaira = ball or globe), formed through 
interactions of chemistry and temperature, refracts light, regulates 
heat, sustains life cycles, and mediates a variety of physical forces. 
It is bound by gravity yet hosts celestial events. It is the medium that 
enables all manner of human perception. As such, atmosphere often 
metaphorically refers to the particular tenor of social life, political 
conditions, and other unidentifiable forces that regulate human 
connection. 

Atmosphere is the extended field of an image. Perspectival logic, dating 
from the Renaissance, attempts to map the atmosphere’s surfaceless 
qualities onto a visual plane by way of haze, clouds, and sfumato. The 
grid is one such mapping device and is closer to the clouds than one 
might expect, as art historian Rosalind Krauss has written in numerous 
essays about the modernist grid. Noting the grid’s reemergence in 
Minimalist painting, Krauss cites Hubert Damisch’s poststructuralist 
treatise A Theory of /Cloud/ (1972), which understands the cloud 
as a heuristic for that which exceeds, yet nonetheless constitutes, a 
system. The cloud, for Damisch, signifies what the perspectival grid 
cannot contain. For Krauss, the modernist grid assumes the cloud’s 
role, mapping the visual field onto itself in an effort to contain its 
own “remainders.” “It is in this sense,” she concludes, “that painting 
understands its scientific aspirations—toward measurement, toward 
the probing of bodies, toward exact knowledge—as always being 
limited or conditioned by the unformed, which is unknowable and 
unrepresentable.” 10

10 Rosalind Krauss, “The Grid, the /Cloud/, and the Detail,” in 
The Presence of Mies, ed. Detlef Mertins (New York: Princeton 
Architectural Press, 1994), 133–148, 142; Rosalind Krauss, “Grids,” 
in The Originality of the Avant-Garde and Other Modernist Myths 
(Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1978); “Grids, You Say,” in Grids: Format 
and Image in 20th Century Art (New York: Pace Gallery/Akron, OH: 
Akron Art Institute, 1979).
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Riffs on Real Time with Ground 
(Green Mesh), 2017
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Riffs on Real Time (7 of 10), 
2012–2017
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atmos/sphere
58

counter-cartesian/
plane

66



As an extension of the Cartesian plane, the grid is a means for 
discerning and describing forms in space. Its modular compartments 
offer a rational structure of adjacency, an ordering schema, a 
mechanism of flattening, and a device for manipulating scale. The grid, 
in Lucy Lippard’s description, is “music paper for color, idea, state of 
mind. It is a standard measure.”11 Identical units comprise an ordered 
and closed system in which to structure the disordered visible world, 
much like pixels; in this sense, the grid should help us grasp the logical 
conditions of vision. Historically, artists used it to restrain unwieldy 
space onto finite surface, and to copy or enlarge drawings. More 
recently, the grid, in addition to being a tool, became both content 
and form. This is the grid of Krauss’s study. Its structure provides 
organizational limits, or as Sol LeWitt saw it, a priori compositional 
decisions that eliminate the subjective. For other artists, the grid 
is part of the artwork’s omnipresent subconscious whose function 
extends to the translation of nonvisible aspects of reality. Jasper Johns 
used the grid this way in his alphabet paintings—not for purposes 
of reproduction, he said, but rather as a recognizable substrate that 
simultaneously offered and withheld identification: “I am concerned 
with a thing’s not being what it was, with its becoming something other 
than what it is, with any moment in which one identifies a thing precisely 
and with the slipping away of that moment, with at any moment seeing 
or saying and letting it go at that.”12 Kasha Linville writes about that 
very perceptual slippage as something uniquely phenomenological and 
kinesthetic. In the process of looking at an Agnes Martin painting and 
moving backward, she writes, the grid ceases to be a grid and instead 
“goes atmospheric,” fully blending in with both itself and the textural 
weave of the canvas.13

11 Lucy Lippard, “Top to Bottom, Left to Right,” in Grids grids 
grids grids grids grids grids grids (Philadelphia: Institute of 
Contemporary Art, 1972).

12 Lippard, “Top to Bottom, Left to Right.”

13 Linville’s definition of atmosphere is as follows: “I don’t mean 
‘atmosphere’ in the spatially illusionistic sense I associate with 
color field painting. Rather it is a non-radiating, impermeable...
mist. It feels like, rather than looks like atmosphere. Somehow, the 
red lines [of Red Bird] dematerialize the canvas, making it hazy, 
velvety. Then, as you step back even further, the painting closes 
down entirely, becoming completely opaque.” Kasha Linville, 
“Agnes Martin: An Appreciation,” Artforum 9, no. 10 (June 1971): 73.
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Riffs on Real Time (8 of 10), 
2012–2017
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chroma/light
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The photograph captures contact with light reflected by a surface. Color 
appears as an effect of light’s interaction with unique properties of that 
surface. But color can be fabricated, digitally, from nowhere; it also can 
signal a time and place that doesn’t exist in the now. I remember the 
various shades of shag carpet in my childhood home in the early 1980s: 
brown-flecked mustard, seaweed-flecked green, rust-flecked red from 
the 1970s. Like memories, colors change in intensity over time; the 
physical chemistry of certain pigments make some more stable than 
others, and colors fade or even radically transform. Because humans 
have unique and dissimilar bodies, we all perceive color differently—
there is nothing absolute about it.

Color as a component of a photographic experience preserves a 
specific context of its making, but it also incites a mood that lives in the 
present of its observer. Hyperchromatism, the occurrence of unusually 
intense coloration, tends toward the fantastic and naturally impossible. 
But achromatic color, color without hue—which we often refer to 
as “black and white”—registers only a spectrum of brightness. The 
infinite possibilities of that brightness are contained between one end 
of the achromatic scale (black) and the other (white). An achromatic 
photograph can create the illusion of age, sending up what feels like the 
prehistory of color photography. 
 
Johann Wolfgang von Goethe thought about color not through the 
empirical lens of Isaac Newton, who rightly identified color as a 
property of light, but intuitively, grounding color in perception, in 
the body, in the lived human experience. The most significant point 
of departure concerned the meaning of lightness and darkness. For 
Newton, darkness signified only the absence of light, and all color was 
determined by the proportion of light therein. For Goethe, darkness was 
as significant and substantial as light (his own color wheel, a product 
of his experiments with paint, puts his color theory into practice). 
The tenth-century mathematician and astronomer Ibn al-Haytham, 
writing during the Islamic Golden Age, argued that color was more 
a psychological rather than physical experience. Synthesizing the 
two prevailing yet conflicting theories of optics authored by Greek 
mathematicians and physicists, al-Haytham theorized that perception 
is complete only after the brain has registered a visual stimulus—a 

72



process influenced by past experience and memory, most accurately 
described as “discernment.”14 Philosophers, artists, and scientists 
continue to question the relationship of color to nature: is color an 
essential property of the “real” physical world, or a psychological 
formation, or both? 

In the section “Achromatism and Hyperchromatism” in his 1810 
text Theory of Colours, Goethe discusses the colors that arise from 
refraction through a glass or crystal prism: 

Axiom 287. If, again, philosophers ascribed the phenomenon 
of a stronger or weaker refraction, not indeed wholly, but in 
some degree, to the different density of the medium, (as purer 
atmospheric air, air charged with vapours, water, glass, according 
to their increasing density, increase the so-called refraction, or 
displacement of the object;) so they could hardly doubt that the 
appearance of colour must increase in the same proportion; and 
hence took it for granted, in combining different mediums which 
were to counteract refraction, that as long as refraction existed, the 
appearance of colour must take place, and that as soon as the colour 
disappeared, the refraction also must cease.15

The sun is most colorful to our eye when it is farthest away, because 
of atmospheric interference. It pulls all the colors to the horizon line. 
Atmospheric phenomena—the whiteness of clouds, the blue of the 
sky, the warm hues of a sunset—are, in most instances, a product 
of scattering: sunlight refracted and reflected by particles in the air. 
Color, in other words, is a product of interference and diffusion. Is it 
the interference of color, then, that produces the feelings, memories 
and psychological phenomena activated when we see it? If so, why are 
those feelings colored?

14 Ibn al-Haytham, The Optics of Ibn Al-Haytham: Books I-III: on 
Direct Vision, translation, introduction and commentary by A.I. 
Sabra (London: The Warburg Institute, University of London, 1989), 
63.

15 Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, Goethe’s Theory of Colours (London: 
John Murray, Albemarle Street, 1840). Online: http://www.
gutenberg.org/files/50572/50572-h/50572-h.htm), 119-123.

73

http://www.gutenberg.org/files/50572/50572-h/50572-h.htm
http://www.gutenberg.org/files/50572/50572-h/50572-h.htm


74



Riffs on Real Time with Ground 
(Mirror Blue with Black Diagonal 
and Horizon Daybreak), 2018
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Riffs on Real Time (9 of 10), 
2012–2017
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Spiral, 2018
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Riffs on Real Time (10 of 10), 
2012–2017
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Subfield (Unified) (Freeing), 
2018
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Riffs on Real Time with Ground  
(Brown and Red are Equals), 2018
Digital chromogenic print,  
silver gelatin print
95.9 × 141.6 × 5.1 cm | 37 3⁄4 × 55 3⁄4 × 2 in

Riffs on Real Time, 2012–2017
Silver gelatin print/Impression 
argentique
95.9 × 76.2 cm | 37 3⁄4 × 30 3⁄4 in

Riffs on Real Time with Ground  
(Gold), 2017
Traditional chromogenic print,  
silver gelatin print
102.9 × 154.9 cm | 40 1/2 × 61 in

Riffs on Real Time (1 of 10), 2012–2017
Silver gelatin print
95.9 × 78.7 × 5.1 cm | 37 3 ⁄4 × 31 × 2 in

Riffs on Real Time with Ground (Cool 
Red and Minimal Saturation), 2018
Digital chromogenic print,  
silver gelatin print

Riffs on Real Time (2 of 10), 2012–2017
Silver gelatin print
95.9 × 78.7 × 5.1 cm | 37 3 ⁄4 × 31 × 2 in

Untitled, 2018 
Copper, wood
152.4 × 121.9 × 3.8 cm | 60 × 48 × 1 1⁄ 2 in

Riffs on Real Time with Ground 
(Nightshade), 2018
Digital chromogenic print
95.9 × 123.8 × 5.1 cm | 37 3 ⁄4 × 48 3 ⁄4 × 2 in

Riffs on Real Time (3 of 10), 2012–2017
Silver gelatin print/Impression 
argentique
95.9 × 78.7 × 5.1 cm | 37 3 ⁄4 × 31 × 2 in

Riffs on Real Time with Ground  
(Rose), 2018
Digital chromogenic print
95.9 × 142.2 × 5.1 cm | 37 3 ⁄4 × 56 × 2 in

Riffs on Real Time (4 of 10), 2012–2017
Silver gelatin print
95.9 × 78.7 × 5.1 cm | 37 3 ⁄4 × 31 × 2 in

Binocular Capture, 2018
Digital chromogenic prints
78.7 × 136.5 × 5.1 cm | 31 × 53 3 ⁄4  × 2 in

Riffs on Real Time (5 of 10), 2012–2017
Silver gelatin print
80.6 × 93.3 cm | 31 3 ⁄4 × 36 3 ⁄4 in

Riffs on Real Time with Ground  
(Blue in the Spectrum of Cyan), 2017
Traditional chromogenic print
119.4 × 134.6 cm | 47 1/16 × 53 3 ⁄4 in

Riffs on Real Time (6 of 10), 2012–2017
Silver gelatin print/Impression 
argentique
78.7 × 95.9 cm | 31 × 37 3 ⁄4 × 2 in

Unique Capture, 2018
Digital chromogenic prints
233.7 × 114.3 × 5.1 cm | 92 1⁄16 × 45 × 2 in

Riffs on Real Time with Ground  
(Green Mesh), 2017
Digital chromogenic print
104.1 × 231.1 cm | 41 × 91 in

Riffs on Real Time (7 of 10), 2012–2017
Silver gelatin print
95.9 × 78.1 cm | 37 3 ⁄4 × 30 3 ⁄4 in

Riffs on Real Time (8 of 10), 2012–2017
Silver gelatin print
95.9 × 78.1 cm | 37 3 ⁄4 × 30 3 ⁄4 in

Riffs on Real Time with Ground  
(Mirror Blue with Black Diagonal  
and Horizon Daybreak), 2018
Digital chromogenic print
114.3 × 137.2 × 5.1 cm | 45 × 54 × 2 in

Riffs on Real Time (9 of 10), 2012–2017
Silver gelatin print
95.9 × 78.1 cm | 37 3 ⁄4 × 30 3 ⁄4 in

Spiral, 2018
Digital chromgenic prints
133.4 × 121.3 × 5.1 cm | 52 1⁄ 2 × 47 3 ⁄4 × 2 in

Riffs on Real Time (10 of 10), 2012–2017
Silver gelatin print
95.9 × 78.1 cm | 37 3 ⁄4 × 30 3 ⁄4 in

Subfield (Unified) (Freeing), 2018
Digital chromogenic prints
197.5 × 334 × 5.1 cm | 77 3 ⁄4 × 131 1⁄ 2 × 2 in
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