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Photography isn’t a medium that was invented by three or four men in the 1820s and 1830s … 

It is, rather, the world’s primary way of revealing itself to us – of demonstrating that it exists, and 

that it will forever exceed us1.  

Kaja Silverman 

 

What we see inside a camera obscura is a naturally occurring optical phenomenon. It was quite 

possibly observed in many undocumented situations prior to the known recordings of its effect. It 

wasn’t until 1604 that Johannes Kepler gave name to the camera obscura - which means 

‘darkened chamber’. While this optical phenomenon led to photography as we know it today, it 

was not invented nor can it be claimed or owned. 

 

How does the camera obscura work? 

Light travels in a straight line. When it converges at an aperture, passing through this aperture 

focusses the light and it is cast on to the inside of a darkened space. An unmediated image, that 

is without use of lenses and mirrors, will appear flipped upside down and back to front. The size 

of the aperture will determine the brightness and the sharpness of the image. A smaller hole will 

produce a darker, sharper image. A larger hole will result in a brighter, less defined image. 

Adding a concave lens will affect the colours rendered and will produce a sharper image. The 

Camera Obscura (Ballarat Observatory) installation operates without the use of a lens, therefore the 

light you see projected within the space is without intervention. 

 
Figure 1. Kate Golding, Camera obscura illustration 

																																																								
1 Kaja Silverman, The Miracle of Analogy or The History of Photography, Part 1 (Stanford: Standford University Press, 
2015), 10-11. 



A brief history of the camera obscura 

In the fourth century BC, Aristotle wrote about observing crescent-shaped images of the sun 

during a partial solar eclipse. The spaces between leaves on a tree formed apertures allowing the 

images of the sun to be projected on to the ground. Research indicates that early 

documentations of this naturally occurring optical phenomenon also took place over several 

centuries by Chinese philosophers, Mo Ti, Tuan Chheng Shih, Shen Kua and the Arab 

mathematician Alhazan2. They understood light travelled in straight lines and when brought to 

focus through a small hole into a darkened room an inverted and reversed projection could 

appear. 

 

It has been observed that Greek and Roman artists had mastered “drawing in perspective and 

the graphic representation of space … before the first century AD”. During the Dark Ages artists 

lost these skills and it was not until the Renaissance that this ability to represent depth and space 

was regained by the use of drawing aids.3 David Hockney’s thesis on the use of the camera 

obscura and camera lucida during the Renaissance to assist in perspective drawing indicates that 

artists such as Vermeer made use of these devices. In his BBC documentary and companion 

book Secret Knowledge: Rediscovering the Lost Techniques of the Old Masters, Hockney argues that the 

accuracy represented in the paintings of the Old Masters could not have been achieved without 

optical aids. 

 

In 1639 Jeremiah Horrocks used a telescope to project the transit of Venus inside a camera 

obscura. This was the first time the transit was visually observed. The transit of Venus occurs in 

pairs, the second of the pairing which occurred in the following century was the impetus for 

Captain Cook’s first Pacific voyage. He observed the transit from Tahiti in 1769 and later in 

1770 charted the East Coast of the Australian continent. 

 

The camera obscura has a long history as a seaside novelty or amusement in England. Tourists 

would pay to watch the passing parade of people and boats. A system of lenses and mirrors in 

the turret would project the image onto a table inside. The camera obscura was also used as a 

military device in Venice in 1866. The apparatus was perched away from the entrance to a 

harbour and explosives were placed at various positions underwater. An observer would mark 

the exact position of the explosive device on a table inside the camera obscura and when an 

enemy vessel approached the location the explosives could be detonated from the safety of the 
																																																								
2 John H Hammond, The Camera Obscura: A Chronicle (Bristol: Adam Hilger Ltd, 1981), 1-5. 
3 Ibid., 40-41. 



shore – although apparently the events of that particular war did not provide the opportunity to 

test the device. This experiment was repeated in Belgium in the 1860s4. More recently, The 

Royal Australian Air Force used permanent and portable tent-like camera obscuras “to test a 

pilot’s ability to fly a straight, level and steady course, to find wind velocity by day or night, and 

the simulation of level bombing.”5 

 

In addition to this, travellers made use of the portable camera obscura in order to paint 

landscapes. These travel-size versions could fold down to the size of a book and were often 

disguised as such. Technology continued to improve and more and more portable camera 

obscuras became available, including tent and handheld versions. 

 

Philosophical and metaphorical applications of the camera obscura are discussed in French 

philosopher Sarah Kofman’s book The Camera Obscura of Ideology. Kofman discusses Marx, Freud 

and Nietzsche’s differing metaphorical uses of the camera obscura. For Marx, she examines his 

use in The German Ideology and Capital and that inversion is necessary to understanding the 

ideological process. Kofman looks at Freud’s multiple use of photographic metaphors in 

describing the unconscious. For Nietzsche, the camera obscura demonstrated that “each man 

has his camera obscura, his perspectivist point of view.”6 

 

The camera obscura and perspective 

There are few people whose thinking is not restricted in some way. How often they misunderstand 

everything and think that true benefit is harmful, and that right is wrong. In more serious cases 

they take the subjective for the objective, and vice versa. If such fixed ideas are not got rid of, it is 

really difficult to avoid seeing things upside down.7 

Shen Kua 

 

In my practice I propose the camera obscura as counter-monument. At present I am examining 

the monument/counter-monument as a binary. In my research into the memorialisation of 

colonial history I have observed that the vast majority of colonial monuments have a masculine 

nature – they are obelisks or men represented larger than life. In the time I have spent inside the 

																																																								
4 Ibid., 105-06. 
5 Ibid., 153-54. 
6 Sarah Kofman, Camera Obscura: of ideology, trans. Will Straw (Ithaca, New York: Cornell University Press, 1999), 
40-41. 
7 David Hockney, Secret Knowledge: Rediscovering the Lost Techniques of the Old Masters, 2001. Thames & Hudson. 



camera obscura creations I have made I could not help but make a comparison between the 

aperture as cervix and the darkened chamber as womb. 

 

Further, when we look to colonial monuments we see a certain history privileged over another, a 

rigidity, a patriarchal claiming of space and place. A view that perceives that the southern 

hemisphere is on the bottom of the earth, that privileges Western progress and the legal fiction 

of Terra Nullius over millennia of Indigenous generations and sovereignty. For me, there is 

something poetic about standing inside a darkened space and seeing the outside projected in a 

way we perceive as upside down. 

 

 
Figure 2. Kate Golding, Camera Obscura (VCA) installation detail, 2016 
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