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In this photo-essay we present and discuss an experiment with digital 
photography as part of our archaeological ethnography within the Kalaureia 
Research Programme, on the island of Poros, Greece. We contextualize 
this attempt by reviewing, briefl y but critically, the collateral development 
of photography and modernist archaeology, and the links between photo-
graphy and anthropology, especially with regard to the fi eld of visual anthro-
pology. Our contention is that at the core of the uses of photographs made 
by both disciplines is the assumption that photographs are faithful, disem-
bodied representations of reality. We instead discuss photographs, including 
digital photographs, as material artefacts that work by evocation rather than 
representation, and as material memories of the things they have witnessed; 
as such they are multi-sensorially experienced. While in archaeology photo-
graphs are seen as either offi cial records or informal snapshots, we offer 
instead a third kind of photographic production, which occupies the space 
between artwork and ethnographic commentary or intervention. It is our 
contention that it is within the emerging fi eld of archaeological ethnography 
that such interventions acquire their full poignancy and potential, and are 
protected from the risk of colonial objectifi cation.
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Introduction

In one of Aris’s visits to a neighbour of the sanctuary of Poseidon, a ship mechanic 

by trade, the latter pulled out a hefty tome on horses. It was an ‘Encyclopaedia of 
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Horses’ published by DK publishers in Britain. Aris thought he meant to demonstrate 

his passion for horses, which was already known to him. ‘No,’ he insisted, ‘I bought 

this book in one of my trips abroad, because I love horses. But it kept a surprise for 

me in store. Look at this.’ He turned to a page with a picture of an old man on a 

horse. The caption to the photograph said something about the ‘Pindos horse’, which 

apparently was fi gured here, but not much else. ‘This is my father’, the neighbour 

insisted. It turned out that, ages ago, a gentleman had arrived at the farmstead kept 

by his father near the sanctuary of Poseidon, and taken some pictures of him riding 

the horse. That same person had written the book. Aris asked whether the neigh-

bour’s father had received anything for this. ‘He did not understand, he was an il-

literate man’, the son told him. What about himself, Aris insisted, but he waved 

the question away and changed the subject. It was probably too late for all this, Aris 

thought back then, too late to press for claims on memory as property. To discover 

a picture of your long-dead father inside a book on horses in some European capital 

is surely to marvel at the unexpected trajectories photographs can take. It is also to 

feel a sense of awe at your own inability to control photographic representations, 

once they have taken off.

This is a photo-essay, an experimental attempt to combine archaeological ethno-

graphy with the use of creative, digital photography. Our experiment took place 

within the Kalaureia research programme (www.kalaureia.org), centred around the 

excavation of the ancient sanctuary of Poseidon, on the island of Poros, Greece. The 

authors are all team members of this project, engaged in a collaborative production 

of an archaeological ethnography: a critical and dialogic space which enables the 

understanding of ‘local’, unoffi cial, contemporary discourses and practices to do with 

this archaeological site, as it is currently being constituted by various offi cial and 

alternative archaeologies (for a discussion on the theoretical underpinnings of this 

project, see Hamilakis and Anagnostopoulos, this volume). 

The incident narrated above is only one of several examples which alerted us to 

the fact that our own photographic voracity in this project is by no means innocent. 

We did not enter a pristine backwater to photograph ‘ways of life’ or ‘archaeological 

processes’. Instead, we entered a fi eld where ‘locals’ are familiar with the power of 

the image, and the circulation of visual material in local, national, and global arenas. 

They are alert to the multiple regimes of value created by the circulation and 

exchange of images, and have developed multiple ways of interacting with, infl uenc-

ing, breaking and exploiting it. With these thoughts in mind, in this essay we will 

start by critically reviewing in turn the links between archaeology, socio-cultural 

anthropology (the two parent disciplines of archaeological ethnography) and photo-

graphy. We will then outline briefl y our ideas on how digital, creative photography 

can be deployed as part of archaeological ethnographic projects, before we describe 

the use of photography as part of our project. Finally, we will present, with 

commentary when needed, some examples of this photographic work.

Archaeology and photography as collateral devices of modernity 

Odd that no one has thought of the disturbance (to civilization) which this new action 

causes. 

Roland Barthes (1981: 12)
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Equally odd, we may add, that there is so little discussion on the collateral develop-

ment of the photographic and the archaeological. Yet, as recent studies have shown 

(e.g. Shanks, 1997; Hamilakis, 2001, 2008, in press; Bohrer, 2005; Lyons et al., 2005; 

Downing, 2006; Hauser, 2007), there is much to be gained by studying the links 

between photography and archaeology as devices of Western modernity that came 

into existence more or less at the same time, and partook of the same ontological and 

epistemological principles. Barthes (1981) was one of the fi rst to note the importance 

of the fact that the same century had invented history and photography. When in 

1839, the scientist and politician François Arago (1786–1853) was urging the delegates 

in the French Chamber of Deputies to buy Daguerre’s invention, one of his arguments 

was the archaeological applications of the new technique, while the other key per-

sonality credited with the invention of photography, Fox Talbot, had an active 

archaeological interest and is considered as one of those who deciphered the 

cuneiform script. 

Within a few months from its invention, photography was being used extensively 

in capturing images of antiquities, in bringing ‘home’ traces of the material past, 

especially at a time when the emerging nation states were putting restrictions on 

the export and movement of antiquities. If the fundamental event of modernity is the 

reframing and capturing of the world as picture, as suggested by Heidegger (1977), 

then both photography and modernist archaeology partook of this process of 

visualization and exhibition. Both shared the epistemological certainties of Western 

modernity, be it the principle of visual evidential truth (‘seeing is believing’), the 

desire to narrate things ‘as they really were’, or objectivism. Both archaeology and 

photography objectifi ed, in both senses of the word: archaeology produced, through 

the selective recovery, reconstitution and restoration of the fragmented material 

traces of the past, objects for primarily visual inspection. Photography materialized 

and captured a moment, and produced photographic objects to be gazed at. But they 

both also partook of the modernist inquiry on the individual and national self 

as other, as something external that can be materialized in objects and things, gazed 

at, dissected and analysed (Downing, 2006). They also both attempted to freeze time: 

photography by capturing and freezing the fl eeting moment (see Berger and Mohr, 

1982: 86), and archaeology by arresting the social life of things, buildings and objects, 

and attempting to reconstitute them into an idealized, original state. Photography 

also facilitated a fundamental illusion of the modernist, especially national, imagina-

tion: the re-collection, the bringing together of things (in the form of their photo-

graphic representations), and the creation and reconstitution of the whole, of the 

corpus, of a national or archaeological totality (see Hamilakis, 2007). 

Modernist archaeology and photography partook of a novel, Western conception 

of the body and of the sensuous self, one that was grounded on Cartesian dualism, 

and on the prioritization of an autonomous and disembodied sense of vision (see 

Crary, 1992). But they also reinforced further that conception, be it through objects 

exhibited in a museum behind glass cases or photographs to be gazed at. They thus 

both promoted a certain way of seeing that was largely disembodied and desensitized. 

Yet, despite these dominant developments, Western modernity, scarcely a monolithic 

entity, harboured diverse scopic regimes, and other vernacular modernities came into 

existence, both within and outside the European core (see Pinney, 2001; Pinney and 
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Peterson 2003; Lydon, 2005). Modernist archaeological cultures were also expressed 

in diverse ways, but were also constrained at the same time by the elite character 

of the enterprise. More importantly, both archaeology and photography produced 

material artefacts which, by virtue of their materiality, invited a fully-embodied, 

multi-sensorial and kinaesthetic encounter (see Wright, 2004), resulting in an as-

yet-unresolved tension. It was the tactile properties of photography especially that 

encouraged Walter Benjamin (2008 [1935–1936]) to celebrate photography as the new 

mimetic technology that could enrich the human sensorium, acting as a prosthetic 

sensory device (Buck-Morss, 1992; Taussig, 1993). 

In the areas known as the classical lands, photography was active from its inven-

tion. The fi rst daguerreotypes of the Athenian Acropolis were produced in 1839, the 

same year that the process had become offi cially known. Within a few years, a large 

number of commercial photographers produced photographic reproductions of the 

most famous classical monuments, guided mostly by classical authors or biblical 

references. These started circulating widely as individual photos or photographic 

albums, producing a new visual economy of classical antiquity (see Sekula, 1981; 

Poole, 1997). A photographic canon was established from early on with regard to the 

monuments to be photographed, but also the specifi c angle chosen, the framing, and 

so on (see Szegedy-Maszak, 2001). This photographic canon contributed to a new 

way of seeing classical antiquity, one based on an autonomous and disembodied 

gaze, emphasizing classical monuments in splendid isolation, devoid of other mate-

rial traces and of contemporary human presence (Hamilakis, 2001). Archaeologists 

and photographers in the 19th century worked in tandem: the fi rst were producing 

staged themes, selected, cleansed and reconstituted classical edifi ces out of the mate-

rial traces of the past; and photographers were framing these themes (in an equally 

selective manner) and they were reproducing them widely. They both thus con tributed 

to a new simulacrum economy of classical antiquity. Rather than losing their magical 

aura, their ‘unique apparition of a distance, however near [they] may be’, as Benjamin 

would have wanted it (2008: 23), classical antiquities with their endless photographic 

reproductions, gained further in auratic and thus distancing value, and their already 

high esteem within the Western elite visual economy was strengthened even more, as 

they were now the originals of a myriad of reproduced images (see Hamilakis, 

2001). 

Through photography, classical monuments, in their visual-cum-tactile photo-

graphic renderings, reached many more people than before. This photographic 

corpus had an inherent potential, through its evocation of materiality and tactility, 

by showing buildings and objects, and through the materiality and tactility of the 

photographic object itself, to be appreciated in a fully embodied and multi-sensorial 

way. This potential, however, in order to be fulfi lled, required a counter-modernist 

embodiment of the self, one at odds with the dominant Western one. It may be the 

case that in certain contexts, that potential was indeed fulfi lled, but overall, things 

turned out otherwise. As Taussig put it, 

history has not taken the turn Benjamin thought that mimetic machines might encourage 

it to take. The irony that this failure is due in good part to the very power of mimetic 

machinery to control the future by unleashing imageric power on a scale previously only 

dreamed of, would not have been lost on him, had he lived longer (1993: 26). 
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Photography and anthropology

The development of the new fi eld of visual anthropology over the past few decades 

was a complex process that incorporated both a critique and an affi rmation. The 

critique was aimed towards previous methods and assumptions surrounding visual 

representations. Modern anthropology defi ned itself through a violent distancing 

from 19th-century ‘armchair’ versions of anthropology. Earlier anthropologists had 

contented themselves with second-hand information from missionaries and travellers, 

or at the very least with information that was brought to their ‘veranda’ by willing 

locals. Their concern was mostly with typological distinctions between ‘tribes’, 

languages, or racial ‘types’, and the assorted artefacts that documented the rise 

and extinction of distinct cultural traits. Photography was widely used to visually 

document indigenous tribes, in an effort that largely resembled typological repre-

sentations in archaeology (for a critical review of racial hints in ethnographic 

photography, see Poole, 2005).

After World War I, fi eldwork methods were transformed, and the physical presence 

of the researcher amidst the people studied gradually became the sine qua non of 

ethnography. ‘Being there’ became the central claim to anthropological knowledge, 

and a complex visual metaphor evolved. Ethnographic narrative was a fi rst-hand 

account of an impartial observer; the eye of the ethnographer replaced the photo-

graphic lens, thus privileging vision over other senses in imparting and consuming 

ethnographic experience (Pink, 2006: 8). Simultaneously, photography gradually 

became suspect for it undermined the authority of the ethnographic eye: it was too 

facile an indication of ‘being there’, associated with the amateurism of tourists and 

the superfi cial gaze of journalists (see Pinney, 1992; Grimshaw and Ravetz, 2005: 5). 

Although founding fi gures of fi eldwork anthropology, such as Malinowski or Evans-

Pritchard, took many photographs, only some of which featured in their works, they 

edited these very carefully and altogether avoided discussing the conditions of their 

production (Wolbert, 2001; Poole, 2005: 166; Pink, 2006: 7). 

The suspicion towards visual testimonies developed over the years to what at least 

one commentator described as anthropology’s ‘iconophobia’ (Taylor, 1996). Even 

after visual anthropology emerged as a subfi eld in the 1960s, anthropologists by 

and large have deemed visual evidence as ‘insuffi cient’, unless accompanied by the 

textual testimony of the ethnographer (Stoller, 1992; Loizos, 1993; MacDougall, 

1997). In fact, for this critique, ‘textuality itself, and textuality alone, is the condition 

of possibility of a legitimate (“discursive, intellectual”) visual anthropology’ (Taylor, 

1996: 66, discussing Bloch, 1988).

It was only natural then that the renewed interest in imagework coincided for 

anthropology with the ‘crisis of representation’ of the 1980s and 1990s (Pink, 2006: 

12–13). Textual and narrative techniques that produced an objective effect in ethno-

graphy were put to the test and found wanting (for a summary, see James et al., 

1997). As Pink claims, critical refl ection on ‘power relations and truth claims in 

the wider anthropological project [. . .] inspired new forms of representing anthro-

pologists’ own and other people’s experiences’ (Pink, 2006: 13). Besides raising the 

subject of refl exivity, which has always been crucial in visual ethnography, this cri-

tique also brought to the fore the subjectivity of the ethnographer as an instrument 

of ethnographic understanding. 
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The present moment is one in which anthropology is still trying to overcome 

its ‘logocentrism’ (Grimshaw and Ravetz, 2005: 6) and devise other modes of repre-

sentation that convey more fully the ethnographic experience. Within the discipline, 

however, there is still resistance to accepting an independent life for images, and 

demands that these be clothed in words in order to enhance their descriptive depth. 

The image is still deemed too ‘shallow’, despite Taylor’s convincing argument to the 

contrary (1996). The issue has risen in practical terms for us when constructing this 

essay: should we leave the evocative presence of photographs to speak for itself, or 

should we dress it in our own words? And if so, what would the content of these 

words be? Should it provide a backdrop for the reading of the pictures, should it 

complement it with ethnographic information, or should it accompany it with a com-

ment that expresses our own feelings towards it? We concluded, albeit tentatively and 

instinctively, that at the source of this conundrum is a tacit fundamental assumption: 

that words and images are used in ethnography as representations of ethnographic 

truth. We feel that the only way out of this impasse is to claim a new life for both 

images and words, a life of evocation rather than representation, in order to create 

fl eeting instances of meaning between reader/viewer and writer/photographer/ethno-

grapher. In our photo-essay, we put forward a modest proposal to treat visual and 

textual cues as of the same order, as material artefacts embedded in histories of 

archaeology and transversed by archaeologies of visual representations.

Beyond representation: photographs as evocative material artefacts 

Given this heritage, and the associated debates, what is to be done with photography 

in contemporary archaeology, beyond its usual role as documentation? How can 

we counter the traditions of the autonomous gaze, and of disembodied encounters 

partaken by both modernist archaeology and early photography? How can we 

benefi t from the experience of visual anthropology and the debates that it provokes? 

More pertinently, is there a place for an active role of photography within archaeo-

logical ethnography? Luckily, in bringing about such a role we can build not only on 

the growing body of critical work on the collateral development of early photography 

and modernist archaeology, part of which we discussed above, but also on experi-

mental ventures in contemporary photography, and, of course, on new technological 

innovations, the most important being digital photography, with its various possi-

bilities of enhancement and artistic modifi cation. In tandem with this critical and 

experimental work in photography, the critique of the ontological basis and of the 

bodily confi gurations of modernist archaeology allows for a deployment of photo-

graphy in archaeology on a completely different basis. Finally, the still fl uid and 

experimental nature of the fi eld of archaeological ethnography, the contours of 

which we trace with this volume, offers possibilities for collaborative work between 

photographers and archaeological ethnographers.

As Bateman has noted (2005), in any excavation there are normally two types 

of photographic production: the offi cial, normally tightly controlled documentary 

photographic record (both the on-site photography, and the fi nds photos in the lab 

or the museum afterwards); and the unoffi cial snapshots produced mostly by students 

and by visitors to the site. We advocate and offer here a third kind of photographic 
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production: photography that is between artwork and visual ethnographic commen-

tary. While a similar kind of photography has been attempted in other projects 

(e.g. Bateman 2005), we propose here its use as part of collaborative archaeological 

ethnography. It is our contention that the creative use of digital photography can be 

of immense value to the emerging fi eld of archaeological ethnography. Given our 

conception of archaeological ethnography as sensuous, fully embodied scholarship 

(see Hamilakis and Anagnostopoulos, this volume), we treat a photograph not as 

visual representation but, to paraphrase Laura Marks, as ‘material artefact of the 

object it has witnessed’ (2000: 22; see also Edwards and Hart, 2004). 

Digital photographs are no less artefactual and material than analogue 

photographs: they too are experienced materially, be it on screen or in their printed 

versions on paper (Sassoon, 2004: 197). Digital photography, with its possibilities of 

retouching and reworking, has helped dispel and undermine further the myth that 

photographs re-present, they reproduce faithfully reality. They are rather material 

artefacts, artistic objects, contemporary interventions, commentaries upon other 

artefacts and objects, and upon other interventions, in our case of archaeological and 

ethnographic nature. In other words they are memories, that is reworked renderings 

of the things they have witnessed. They do not represent, but rather recall. They 

do not show, but rather evoke. As such, they are material mnemonics, and as all 

memory, they are reworkings of the past, not a faithful reproduction of it (see 

Hamilakis and Labanyi, 2008). Like all mnemonic recollections, they can be 

comforting and consoling, as well as uncomfortable, unsettling, and disturbing. 

Photographs can also lead to unexpected associations; they can unearth, bring to 

the surface, but also throw into sharp focus things that were always there but were 

not seen, nor felt and experienced. For example, in archaeological projects, the kind 

of photography that we advocate here can frame, focus on and bring to the surface 

the hidden or overlooked materialities: the remnants and traces of periods and lives 

not offi cially valorized as worthy of archaeological documentation, or the remnants 

of the continuous biography of a site, as is being transformed by archaeological 

and non-archaeological agents (see theotheracropolis.com photo-blog, for another 

example). We suggest that within a sensuous archaeological, multi-temporal ethnog-

raphy, photography can be framed as, but also experienced through, haptic visuality 

(see Marks, 2000), or rather through fully embodied, performative and multi-sensory 

visuality. Photographs can be touched with the hands as well as the eyes, and they 

can evoke texture, smells, tastes, and sounds, be it through the depiction of their 

theme, or the angle chosen, or the manipulation and reworking of the image. The 

same techniques can also help evoke and recall different times and temporalities, 

diverse, human and material biographies. Our thesis here resonates with what Chris 

Pinney has called ‘corpothetics’, as opposed to aesthetics, which he defi nes as ‘the 

sensory embrace of images, the bodily engagement that most people (except Kantians 

and modernists) have with artworks’ (2001: 158). 

Recent calls for the visualization of archaeology (e.g. Cochraine and Russell, 2007), 

well-meant, important and pertinent critiques that advocate the opening up of the 

discipline to new forms of expression, often ignore the historical, ontological and 

epistemological links between archaeology and visual devices such as photography, 
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oblivious thus to the problematic baggage that this historical link entails. Moreover, 

they seem to assume that creative artistic practice on its own, without critical 

historical interrogation and ethnographic contextualization, has in itself the power 

to transform archaeology. We contend instead that it is within the framework of 

collaborative archaeological ethnography that such use of photography attains its full 

potential (see Castañeda 2000–2001). This is not to deny the importance and power 

of the medium of photography itself, nor to suggest that it is in need of external 

validation. Within the context of archaeological ethnography, photography becomes 

another form of ethnography and the photographer becomes an ethnographer: she/he 

turns our attention to certain fl eeting moments, to specifi c overlooked objects and 

artefacts which are exposed and lit from certain revealing angles, and to momentary 

situations that deserve scrutiny, interrogation, dialogue, and critique. The ‘freezing 

of time’ thus becomes in this case a revelatory moment. But this photo-ethnographic 

work will need the other forms of ethnographic work, such as the in-depth and long-

term participant observation, and the multiple ethnographic conversations, in order 

to acquire its full power and poignancy. Archaeological ethnography opens up the 

space for such dialogue, allows diverse local voices to enter into conversation with 

the photographer, and challenges their stated or implicit assumptions. Photography 

can operate as the performative and multi-sensorial commentary on some of the 

issues these conversations have brought up, and it can expose others that would 

require further ethnographic exploration. 

Moreover, archaeological ethnography can constantly alert us to the danger of 

reproducing a colonial photographic regime, of objectifying, in other words, people 

and things alike, by invading, capturing and appropriating their realities. In providing 

a historical and social context, ethnography can also counter the de-aestheticization 

or anaestheticization of photography (Buck-Morss, 1992), that is its divorce from the 

human sensorium and its elevation into an abstract, timeless, ‘aesthetic’ value, which, 

in association with archaeological monuments, often acquires the connotations of 

high ‘taste’ (see Bourdieu, 1986). Ethnography also brings to the fore the political, so 

often masked but in reality inseparable from the aesthetic, as they are both about 

what can (that is, what is allowed to) be seen and experienced, and what not 

(Ranciere, 2006). Finally, ethnography allows local people to ‘talk back’, comment 

on the photographs, select or reject certain photographic interventions, or produce, 

display and circulate their own. 

We have also found Castañeda’s notion of photography as ethnographic installa-

tion (this volume) of much interest: the idea that photographic interventions, both the 

photographic process itself but also the exhibition and circulation of photographs, 

can provide an arena for further ethnographic encounters, can produce unexpected 

reactions, trigger memories, and evoke personal and object biographies that would 

otherwise have remained untold (see Hoskins 1998). Moreover, the return of the 

photographic production (both our own but also other, archival and historical 

ones) to various local communities, beyond the opportunities it offers for further 

dialogue, constitutes a fundamental ethical act of sharing knowledge, images, 

material artefacts.

As Mitchell has observed (2005), echoing Jay’s work (1993), much of the critique 

on visuality in recent years has been characterized by iconophobic suspicion and 
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anxiety (see the example of anthropology, above), unintentionally perhaps revealing 

the power of images to evoke and elicit reactions, indeed demand such reactions 

from humans. While we would still advocate the need to historicize and critique the 

scopic regimes of modernity, in its various confi gurations, we would concur with 

Mitchell and others that, rather than resorting to iconophobia, we should treat 

images as sensuous material artefacts that have the capacity to produce and enact 

relationships, arrange and rearrange the material social fi eld. In this project, we 

attempt to move beyond critique in order to demonstrate some of this power.

Photography as part of archaeological ethnography in Kalaureia 

In the Kalaureia archaeological ethnography project we used photography right from 

the start. The two of us who worked as the main ethnographers (Aris and Yannis) 

routinely took many ethnographic photographs, but it was with the addition to 

our team of Fotis Ifantidis, an archaeologist and a photo-blogger, that photography 

became an important part of our project. After a short exploratory visit in May 

2007, Fotis joined the team for three weeks in May and June 2008. He thus formed 

part of the ethnographic team, and he took a large number of photographs of the 

site, of the visitors, of the workmen and the archaeologists, of the town and its 

people, of the surrounding landscape and seascape. Fotis’s work became the topic 

of discussion, debate and critique within the broader archaeological group, including 

the workmen. His photographic production was put into circulation immediately 

(another advantage of digital technology), and was thus subjected to feedback, 

and to instant critique (see Bateman 2005), operating in other words as an ethno-

graphic installation from the very beginning. In the summer of 2008, we set up a 

photo-blog (kalaureiainthe present.org) and we hope to produce a separate-volume 

photo-essay (in English and in Greek) which will merge ethnographic accounts and 

photography. 

When we circulated the idea of doing a series of portraits for the workmen as 

a way of honouring and valorizing their contribution to the archaeological process, 

the reaction was mixed, both from the archaeologists and from the workmen. 

One of the workmen, Mr M, responded to our request to take his portrait by saying, 

half-seriously: ‘if you want to honour someone you dedicate a statue to him’. He also 

asked if there would be any fi nancial benefi ts to them from this work. M’s initial 

reaction to our idea constituted not only an eloquent and witty way of articulating 

his resistance to photographic objectifi cation, but it brought to the fore the political 

economy of archaeological practice, and labour relationships on site. The workers 

fi lmed each other with their mobile phones and then showed it around, for laughs. 

They downloaded saucy fi lms and played them loud. The fact that we wanted to 

photograph them, however, was suspicious, since they felt they would not be able to 

control the trajectory of the picture which, based on their experience, could be used 

to mar their public profi le.

Most workmen (including Mr M) were, however, convinced, especially since they 

understood that they would maintain part of the control of the photographic process. 

They had a series of photos taken in various poses and at various times, and they 

themselves selected the one that was to be circulated further (see Berger and Mohr, 

1982: 26). At the end of the excavation season we produced a series of large-scale 
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paper versions of these portraits and offered them to the workmen, during the feast 

held to mark the end of the season, a gesture that resulted in further reactions and 

comments, mostly positive, and in any case of much ethnographic interest. 

In August 2008 we exhibited some of these photos at an open-air photographic 

exhibition organized by the local community at Galatas, on the Peloponnesian coast, 

opposite Poros but only a fi ve-minute boat trip away. We engaged in a dialogue with 

the viewers, a venture, however, which was less successful than we hoped, mainly 

because of a lack of the appropriate context for such viewing. After securing 

their permission, we included some of the photographic portraits of the excavation 

workers, who all live in Galatas and the villages nearby. Some months later, in 

November 2008, Aris went to the dig to talk to the workers who were clearing ground 

for the next excavation season. Upon seeing him, Mr M started telling him that 

he (Aris) was in big trouble since the father of one of the workers was looking for 

him. He wanted, Mr M said, to complain about our use of the picture of his son 

at the exhibition, and he claimed he was going to bring the case all the way to the 

European Court. The other workers joined in, in what turned out to be a premedi-

tated practical joke. Caught unawares, Aris was trying to fi gure out how much of this 

was true and how much they were making up. He contented himself with laughing 

self-consciously, and mumbling something to the effect that they had sought permis-

sion to display these photos from everyone portrayed. Mr M would not have any of 

that. He warned Aris that the ‘old-man’s money piled up would surely overshadow 

the tallest skyscraper’. He had the money to litigate us to death, it was implied. 

The joke went on for a while, despite Aris’s protestations, increasing his sense of 

unease.

In the era of the internet, of blogging, and of omnipresent mobile phone cameras, 

it would be naive and patronizing to believe that local people are immune to or 

ignorant of the universal circulation of images and their value connotations, expressed 

in economic terms. This plain fact, which we have to negotiate constantly, transforms 

any visual form of expression we attempt. When we use photographs as material 

artefacts in order to evoke responses and ethnographic situations, we have to answer 

to both those portrayed — or their relatives — and those who question the very act 

of photography as some sort of appropriation. When we use photographs as evoca-

tive evidence of ethnographic involvement, we cannot divest them of their contestable 

meaning, and the remembrance of contestation during and after their production and 

their circulation. So we cannot claim that these photos ‘represent’ something, but 

instead we must deal with them as material artefacts caught in a web of power and 

signifi cation. 

The textual component of this essay is not meant to act as the scholarly validation 

of photography; it rather provides some clues that situate those images historically 

and ethnographically as contested things, and lay bare the processes that led to 

their production. In this photo-essay, we present a small sample of the photographic 

work carried out as part of the Kalaureia project. It is hoped that this artwork (the 

combined effect of images and words, words seen as both images and as signs) can 

convey the sense of ‘being in the ethnographic fi eld’, of being attentive to its evocative 

materialities and temporalities, of coming into direct contact with the texture and 

tactility of the place, but also its multiple and intermingling layering. The insights 

gained through this evocative experience are of a different order from those gained 



293POSTCARDS FROM THE EDGE OF TIME: A PHOTO-ESSAY

by a conventional essay, generating as they do affect and emotion in a much more 

poignant manner. Thus they lead to an alternative production and experiencing of 

the archaeological site, a site where ancient buildings are temporarily decentred, and 

olive trees and early 20th-century ceramics acquire relevance and import, as much as 

ancient classical fi nds. 

All photographs are by Fotis Ifantidis, unless otherwise stated. The text is by 

the two remaining authors but incorporates feedback and commentary by Fotis. The 

arrangement of the photos takes the viewer into a tour, starting from the temple, 

walking around the site, and ending at the town of Poros.
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