
Paper Geographies is an exhibition at Manchester 
Central Library that brings together 12 artists 
who use photography to explore the relationships 
between materiality and place. The expanded 
field of photography is represented by works 
that challenge the medium’s own specificity; 
including documentary and appropriated imagery, 
performance and sculpture, moving image, 
analogue processes, digital and 3D animation. 
This diversity of practice asks the viewer to 
consider how the physicality of the photographic 
image impinges on our sense of place in the 
world.

Each of the artists in Paper Geographies proposes 
a critical relationship to place, whether local or 
global, real or imagined. By foregrounding the 
performative act of the image - its material agency 
over its representational qualities - they expose 
the interplay between image and place. Works 
address locations from China, India, Europe 
and the UK, and themes of globalisation, home, 
borders, migration, trade and the Anthropocene 
are explored. 

Visual practices of material culture have 
commodified space, and photography has 
both naturalised and constructed a highly 
artificial image of the Earth’s surface, often 
with dire consequences for its eco-systems and 
communities. Today, it is hard to do anything 
other than scratch at the surface of the world, as 
we rarely encounter it in an unmediated way. The 
artists in this exhibition playfully trespass on the 
construction site of the image and its ideologies. 
They use photography to both think about and 
make place. Their works collectively culminating 
in an index of our own lost civilization.

All the artists are connected by a specific place, 
each having taught at Manchester School of Art. 
The exhibition continues with a response by 
Manchester School of Art students as part of the 
X Festival: 30th April – 28th May.
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Oran O’Reilly, 100 Ships (2019)

Yan Wang Preston, Red Pictures (2013)
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Richard Page, Looking for Cervantes, Losing Velàzquez (2016)
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Alan Jones, Orphaned Objects (2017)

Sian Bonnell, Scenic Cookery (2005)

Sophie Lee, Knowing and not knowing (2016)
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David Penny, Rough Maple Blocks(2020)

Gavin Parry, Rooms for Waking Dreams (2018)



Sian Bonnell, Scenic Cookery (2005); national landmarks 
are playfully reconstruct by the blandest of British 
food-stuffs. Bonnell’s ‘wilful amateurism’ reduces the 
countryside to a child-like fantasy, in which the internal 
domesticity of food preparation is returned to the outside. 
We rely on the land to provide food, but here, Bonnell 
reminds us that the landscape is as processed as the food 
we consume.

Alan Jones, Orphaned Objects (2017); depicts packaging 
materials that once encased consumer items during 
shipment. These usually-discarded objects are made to 
mould around their luxury cargo. Jones photographs 
these on out-of-date analogue materials, that have an 
inherent patina that imbues these unwanted objects 
with a sense of memory and time passing, their carefully 
designed contours become sculpturally beautiful, yet 
melancholic. 

Sophie Lee, Knowing and not knowing (2016); video work 
that ruminates on how human perception has developed 
in response to the natural landscape. Combining 
footage captured in North Wales and Iceland, the artist 
creates connections between imagined and experienced 
landscapes. Lee’s poetic narrative considers the land’s 
natural movements and its perception by humans, 
whether those who live or forage on the land, or the artist 
who contemplates this co-existence. 

Ben McDonnell, Mesh (2020); a response to the space 
of Manchester’s Central Library, mapping point-
for-point one of the library’s Romanesque columns 
using photogrammetry; a process that stitches 
multi-perspectival images together to create a 3D 
representation. In McDonnell’s work, the column 
is presented as a fragment, as if unearthed from an 
archaeological site, a relic from a distant age. 

Oran O’Reilly, 100 Ships (2019); the contentious news-
images of the rafts of migrants afloat in the Mediterranean 
are overlaid a hundred times until their repetition fades 
into grey oblivion. O’Reilly’s images have their own 
movement, which make reference to the steady stream 
of imagery for 24 hour news culture, as today’s media-
hysteria becomes tomorrow’s amnesia. These packed rafts 
are crushed by international geopolitical disputes that fail 
to acknowledge the historical causes of human migration. 

Richard Page, Looking for Cervantes, Losing Velàzquez (2014-
16); photographs that focus on two sites in Madrid; the 
burial site of Miguel de Cervantes, author of Don Quixote, 
and the last resting place of Diego Velázquez. Presenting a 
faux archeology, Page examines the relationships between 
seeing, locating and knowing. The images are potent and 
allude to something unreachable hidden beneath them.

Polly Palmerini, Chimera (2020); the work presents an 
assemblage of structures, staged and archive imagery, 
that allude to the search for two mythical beings, the 
French Tarasque and Greek Chimera. In constructing 
these scenes for the camera, the artist’s performance 
presents a fiction by bringing together fragments of 
mythic stories found in archives of local history and 
folklore. Configuring a narrative from the fragments, 
one is struck by the chimerical nature of photography 
itself.

Gavin Parry, Rooms for Waking Dreams (2018); these 
small, commercial portrait studios of Ahmedabad, 
India, seem anachronistic in an age of ubiquitous 
digital capture. There is a curious juxtaposition 
between the global locations simulated in their 
photographic backdrops and the make-shift-ness of 
their construction. These photo-studios, themselves a 
liminal space, are emblematic of the wider, global shift 
from analogue processes to digital technologies, and 
from real to virtual spaces.

David Penny, Pentelic Scarves (2020); a 3-screen digitally 
rendered animation that simulates a display stand of 
decorative silk scarves gently blowing in the breeze. The 
work asks the viewer to reconsider photography’s causal 
relationship with the image. Penny’s use of computer-
generated-imagery reconstructs with precision and 
control, the ephemeral motion caused by a virtual 
wind. The rigid scaffold that supports the monitors 
deliberately counters the image’s illusory movement.

Danny Treacy, Archeologies: Forest (2020); presents 
handprinted black & white photographs and a 
sculptural object made during his many excursions into 
the woodlands surrounding London, spaces he terms 
“fertile grounds”. Treacy works between sculpture and 
photography,, and develops parallels with archaeology 
and ethnography. 
 
Sylvia Waltering, Erratic Encounters (2018); 
photographed the large boulders she found during 
her time spent time walking within the dramatic 
Norwegian landscape of Hardanger. Waltering’s simple 
act of cutting-out, divorces these boulders from their 
surrounding landscapes, and their scale and depth 
becomes unfathomable. It is this alienation that gives 
them their political weight, as they might well stand for 
our own migration or uprooting. 

Yan Wang Preston, Red Pictures (2013); the result of 
incorrectly loading a batch of large-format film, during 
her epic documentary project Mother River along the 
Yangtze River in China. In contrast to the rest of the 
project, which documents the political-ecosystem of the 
river with a traditionally objective-aesthetic, this series 
of analogue darkroom prints record the failure of these 
plates to render the “correct” information, and betray 
the moment of documentation itself. 

Exhibiting Artists


