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CERN—  the European Organization for Nuclear Research— is the largest physics 
experiment ever built, an endless attempt to recreate and thereby under-

stand the conditions that occurred just after the big bang through analysis of massive amounts 
of data created by high-speed particle collisions. When the Large Hadron Collider (LHC) is 
running, 600 million collisions occur every second: 600 million reproductions of what we un-
derstand to be the beginning of the universe. Similar to the way in which particle accelera-
tors constantly attempt to recreate and record the moments after the big bang, and create 
theoretical understanding of the invisible, Jeremy Bolen’s photography attempts (and critically 
self-undermines his own attempts) to create empirical documents that display the moment of 
image-creation and the environment that contribute to its conception. Operating in the realm 
of scientific images, with a strong grounding in American survey photography, Bolen’s work 
oscillates across the boundary between art practice and scientific research, troubling our be-
lief in “the document,” whether  photograph or a laboratory measurement, as a transparent 
and conclusive representation of a reality that we otherwise cannot access. Bolen creates am-
biguously textured, ghostly photographs—often using site specific recording devices such as 
self-designed, multiple-lensed cameras—of normally hidden presences that make manifest how 
uncertain any method of visualizing the invisible is, and how dependent the resulting data is on 
the individual recording methods of different apparatuses. Bolen’s photographs live within the 
tension between the capturing of ephemeral phenomena and the fictions involved in represent-
ing anything at all. 

One major focus of the Cern series, and a 
longstanding concern of Bolen’s work, is our 
conviction in the recording apparatus itself, 
taken to be a transparent vehicle for truth 
about worlds beyond human perception in 
scientific research and a technological ob-
server in the extension of human vision.  Two 
deep influences for Bolen, physicists Neils 
Bohr and Karen Barad, both treat philosophy, 
specifically epistemology (the philosophy of 
knowledge and what we can know), as insep-
arable from  theoretical research in physics. 
Barad’s explanation of complementarity ar-
ticulates the radical way that Bolen seems to 
suggest we view his photographs: “the nature 
of the observed phenomenon changes with 
corresponding changes in the apparatus.”  
Bolen took three images in the Cern series us-
ing Lake Geneva as the camera itself (he has 
previously used the shallows of Spiral Jetty 
and the bio-luminescent waters of the ocean 
as the recording apparatus).  He wrote to me 
about the strangeness of subjectivity of the 
process both for his work and for the LHC, 
which sits between Lake Geneva and a string 
of mountains: “As the water shifts in the lake 
it actually alters the shape of the LHC.  Could 
me diving into the lake to use it as a camera in 
some tiny way alter the shape? Probably not… 
but the LHC would be the only instrument 
sensitive enough notice it.” If his musings 
sound exaggerated, consider this: both the 
hydrostatic pressure caused by water shifts in 
Lake Geneva and the gravitational pull of the 
full moon slightly deforms the tunnel through 
which the proton beams of the LHC pass, cre-
ating noisy data in its luminosity plot.  The 
constant confusion between event and non-
event that defines the world of high energy 
particle physics and Bolen’s practice is further 
amplified through the inability of the LHC to 
become a true vacuum, as it is still subject to 
natural occurring forces. 
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It is this kind of attunement, to the external cir-
cumstances of the experiment and the docu-
mentation process, which makes Bolen’s work 
both unsettling and rich.  His photographs are 
almost always additive documents, often lay-
ered with the raw material that played a part 
in creating the image (the addition of dirt, 
sediment from rivers, water from lakes), that 
attempt to take on the responsibility of pre-
senting information as well as destabilizing 
it— with the reminder that blindly believing 
in any virtual representation is deeply tempt-
ing but dangerous.  As exemplified in the ad-
dition of earth to works like the Manhattan 
Project series, making visible the remnants of 
forgotten natural disasters and the lingering 
energy from radiation that alters unexposed 
film buried above the world’s first nuclear re-
actor, Bolen’s photographs investigate the in-
teractions between materials in the world that 
are being documented, the representation of 
such materials, and the new spaces and sys-
tems that are created in such relationships. 
These spaces naturally fold into one another 
in photography; part of Bolen’s project in the 
Cern series is to suspend this flattening. In 
Untitled (CERN 7.18.12) at least six intertwined 
modes of observing through recording are 
employed, in an almost desperate attempt to 
form a more complete document of the lim-
inal space between the real and simulated. 
Bolen’s intervention here and elsewhere is to 
combine and simultaneously step away from 
scientific simulations to interact directly with 
the actual, physical material from the earth; 
to investigate the nature of nature.  Along 
with exposing the single sheet of film through 
a three lensed apparatus, the film was physi-
cally exposed to the night sky from the envi-
ronment it represents through dew and flora 
on site, which Bolen then literally layered atop 
the final images. Layer upon layer of informa-
tion collides to form a new uncertain space. 
The resulting piece constantly evolves and 
shifts as gravity and static electricity exert 
their force on the grass and particles. These 
forces of suspension, of making visible sourc-
es of energy that would otherwise be impos-
sible to observe, and of creating new systems 
within an image-system itself have become 
hallmarks of Bolen’s work. They also recall 
spirit photography as much as the American 
survey photography—and do not seem out of 
place in either tradition.

One concept that helps me to think about 
Bolen’s nimble but solemn experiments in 
documentation is the notion of latency. A 
commonplace argument about photography 
involves its complicated relationship to time. 
In photographs, the past is always in some 
form being made present, so that the image is 
inherently, structurally latent, filled with what 
Hans Ulrich Gumbrecht calls “stowaways”: 

material articulations of absence, the pres-
ence of something from the past we cannot 
grasp or touch. Chronotopes and issues of 
presence and absence get complicated very 
quickly in the photograph. Critics and theo-
rists commonly interpret these formal, me-
chanical characteristics of the photograph 
as part of transcendent topics: subjectivity, 
memory, death. But we can also strip off this 
more mystical baggage and simply examine 
the rhetoric of the photograph itself—its re-
lationship to truth, what has to be in place to 
believe in these images as truthful, what our 
belief in photographs can tell us about our 
own understandings of how interpretation of 
the world around us works. Photographs are 
always out of time and place from that which 
they presence; Bolen’s foreground that dis-
jointedness. 

 For us to believe that there is a truth to be 
found through documenting the world we 
find ourselves in betrays our belief that the 
truth we seek has already been made, that is 
already real and somehow hiding just outside 
our grasp rather than created by us, invent-
ed as we find it. St. Augustine’s writings on 
language provide a model of this belief. For 
Augustine, language—the words for things—
simply confirms half truths we knew already: 
“That the sign is leaned after sthe thing it 
cognizes is rather more the case than the 
thing itself is learned after the sign is given.” 
Words only remind us of things we knew, ar-
ticulating an interior grace and knowledge 
we were born with but which hides waiting, a 
stowaway, waiting for the real thing out there 
to presence itself. Nature, for Augustine, is 



simply the signs of God’s truth we learn to 
interpret. Religious theorist Rudolf Otto calls 
this structure of sacredness the “numinous” 
(to divorce it from moral and ethical content): 
“the primary fact is the confrontation of the 
human mind with a Something, whose charac-
ter is only gradually learned, but which is from 
the first felt as a transcendent experience, ‘the 
beyond’, even where it is also felt as ‘the with-
in’ man.” This “something” is a ‘wholly other,’ 
something which has no place in our scheme 
of reality but belongs to an absolutely dif-
ferent one.” Believing in such a truth, for us 
and for the scientists at CERN, requires a nu-
minous understanding of the world, whether 
based in God or objective reality—an episte-
mological structure of the sacred.

The scientific apparatus and the machinery of 
photography are both sacred structures and 
black boxes from which emerge representa-
tions upon which we become dependent; and 
this dependence has a politics. Futurist phi-
losopher Vilem Flusser writes, “Apparatuses 
are black boxes that simulate thinking… they 
mechanize this thinking in such a way that, 
in the future, human beings will become less 
and less competent to deal with it and have 
to rely more and more on apparatuses…..Even 
apparatuses that are not fully automated 
(those that need human beings as players and 
functionaries) play and function better than 
the human beings that operate them. This 
has to be the starting point for any consid-
eration of the act of photography.” Bolen’s 
work both joins a tradition of documentary 
photography and pushes the medium more 
directly by recording through modes of inter-
ference and creating ambient maps as well as 
literal indexes that challenge the mythologies 
of the genre. It pushes us into critiquing the 
trust we put in the apparatus and those who 
would claim to make the world we cannot see 
less abstract, less hopelessly unknowable. But 
he also asks us to withhold turning that con-
tingency and absence into something tran-
scendent, photography-as-revelation. That 
his photographs themselves often happen 
to be deceptively and deeply beautiful, both 
painterly and elegantly alien, ironically fulfills 
Bolen’s own message; his work both under-
mines the claims to representing pure truth 
that technical images make and the artist’s 
seduction of the audience through enchant-
ing images. 
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