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Figure 28 – Kari Varner, The photographs shown in the tank after one month of disintegration, 
2017. 

 
“Rivers have, in greater degree than almost any other inanimate object, the 
appearance of animation, something resembling character. They are 
sometimes slow and dark looming, sometimes fierce and impetuous, 
sometimes bright and dancing and almost flippant.” 42  
       
     - Thomas Babington Macaulay 

  
 A swirling eddy breaching the otherwise placid surface, ripples that form and dissipate as 

the wind streaks past, the clouds parting after five consecutive gray days, these occurrences 

retreat as quickly as they come, ensuring my vigilance as I stand at the water’s edge. My 

experiences of observing the river and the water tanks are fraught with desire for permanence 

and change. I make images that are inherently fragile, impermanent, and sometimes animate, in 

an attempt to offer a similarly conflicted encounter to the viewer. The dynamism of the river is 

mirrored in the photograph filled tanks, as the prints float, fragment, fall, and settle.  
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Distillation is a central operation in alchemy, in which substances are rearranged in order 

to produce a state change within the material.43 In the Missouri River 38.81408088787352, -

90.12370347726687 and 38.815604433618454, -90.1240794504915, 1,000 photographs are cast 

into water and eventually distilled into layers of sediment, they are composited into a single 

print, and the process of their transformation is condensed into a 30-minute video. The images of 

the river are organized, condensed, and re-presented within the parameters of the three distinct 

archival forms. The theoretical foundation of alchemy is the notion of the mutability of all 

matter.44 Instead of soaking paper in chemicals to develop and fix photographs; I use water as an 

alchemical substance of transformation. Water is the ever-present agent of change. It carved the 

circuitous route of the Missouri River, and creates fissures and fragments in my prints.  In the 

Missouri River Archive, the collective break down of the photographic image and substrate is 

not a process of degradation, but reconstitution.   

 In order to understand the role of archiving in my practice, it became necessary to 

redefine what constitutes preservation of a photograph. The definition of preserve contains a 

common use of the term: keep or save from decomposition, but also includes a more general 

description of the word: keep possession of; retain.45 All of the components of the photographs 

that I introduce into the archives are retained and the exterior structure remains consistent, while 

the appearance of the archive has transformed. This notion of retention as conservation allows 

for an expanded classification of what constitutes a preserved artifact within an archive. As long 

as all the content remain within the archive, the entirety of the collection has been preserved.  
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While the foundation of alchemy was transformation, the ultimate ambition was 

preservation. The alchemist Magnum Opus was the discovery of the Philosopher’s Stone. The 

Stone was believed to be capable of turning base metals into gold, but more importantly provided 

immortality to those who utilized its rejuvenating properties.46 In order to achieve the 

preservation of self, a transformation of chemical processes must occur to create the stone. Once 

created, the stone preserved the life of those who consumed it, and converted common materials 

into precious ones, like nickel into gold or crystals into precious gems.47 This notion classifies a 

form of preservation only achieved through transmutation, and the coexistence of the two in one 

material. While the form of the photographs alter, the components of the photographic archive 

remain, preserved in a state of transformation.  

 In the water tanks archive, the image and substrate are equally vulnerable and disintegrate 

simultaneously. My use of on organic starch paper emphasizes the photographs status as material 

object and representational image. Contained within the stack of 8.5 x 11 sheet is the potential 

for concurrent individual and collective transformation as the artifacts evolve from print to 

sediment. The images hover between materiality and immateriality by making light and time 

tangible but still unfixed in their represented forms. “The science of exposing spirit hidden in 

matter, alchemy aims at dematerialized materiality”48 Through the process of disintegration, the 

prints reveal their potential to assume an infinite number of unanticipated configurations as they 

continue to dissolve into progressively finer dust. The photographs appear to dematerialize, 

while maintaining a fluid materially in their watery domain. 
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Now that the red light is flashing, I plunge the print through the floating plasmic layer. It 

curls back towards the surface, displacing fragments that now cascade down to the bottom of the 

tank. Everything sways for a few moments before returning to stillness. There is a long tendril 

almost ready to fall, and I know that inevitably I will miss this spontaneous display. I 

contemplate shaking it, forcing it downwards so that I may capture the moment. Knowing I must 

resist this temptation, I move to the other side of the tank.  
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The third form of the archive is displayed on a standard 32” wall mounted monitor. It is 

situated at a distance from the other archives, and could be perceived as a stand-alone piece due 

to its position in the gallery. The inclusion of a video presents a further mediation of the archive 

and the formulation of time present in the Missouri River. A modern tool for documentation 

further convolutes time, and moments of the archives past forms are revealed and reanimated. 

Depending on when the viewer visit the museum, it is likely that they will also encounter future 

forms of the archive, not yet reached by the tanks on display. This reanimation presents a ghost, 

former, or future self. 

The river continues to flow past as I freeze a moment, making the ephemeral tangible. 

The fluid river has been made static, enshrined in the photograph. When the images are added to 

the tanks of water they are reanimated and the changes recorded. They sway, drop, rise, hover, 

and fall again. Eventually, when all images have fallen, settled, and fragmented, the archive will 

be seemingly static once again. Yet, the video record plays on a continuous loop, resurrecting the 

photographs, and never truly letting them rest. The archive forms and disintegrates again and 

again.   

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Figure 29 – Kari Varner, Video Still from The Missouri River 38.81408088787352, -

90.12370347726687 and 38.815604433618454, 90.1240794504915. 2017. 
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“Nostalgia (from nostos return home, and algialonging) is a longing for a 
home that no longer exists or has never existed. Nostalgia is a sentiment of 
loss and displacement, but it is also a romance with one's own fantasy.”49  
 

Svetlana Boym outlines two nostalgic tendencies in which one focuses on the patching 

and reconstruction of lost or decaying histories, while the other dwells in loss and longing, 

preferring to linger on ruins and embrace the patina of age.50 In the Missouri River project I 

pursues both roles as an avid archivist feverishly documenting passing moments, and a purveyor 

of loss by intentionally increasing the rate of change. 

The work itself evokes an accelerated production of nostalgia. All elements have been 

mediated and the information is unavailable in its traditional form. The armatures of the archive 

and image have fallen away, as the prints fragment before our eyes. While the pre-recorded 

video reanimates the transformation of the archive, it also generates an anticipatory nostalgia for 

the future changes that will occur. Although the tanks are on view, the contents will never appear 

exactly as they do in the video. Instead, viewers witness an accelerated non-linear re-presentation 

of the event. Despite having three versions of the same content, viewers are offered an 

incomplete picture with no recognizable form of archival preservation. 

 I feel a sense of dread when I depart from the river or leave the water tanks unattended. I 

long to return, and record the newest changes in the condition of both watery environments. With 

each return comes a sense of loss and discovery. Utilizing ephemeral materials heightens the 

sense of nostalgia and evokes a desire for permanence and stability. Starting on May 1st, the 

archive in the tanks will evolve in the museum, until its deinstallation on August 7th.  I will miss 

many moments during the 98 days of transformation, knowing that a video can never capture the 

experience of seeing the piece, just as a photograph cannot portray the feeling of seeing the 

Missouri at the confluence site.  
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 After three months the archive’s disintegration will cease. The tanks will be emptied, and 

the water evaporated from the fragmented photographic pulp. Once the prints, turned sediment 

are separated from the tanks and water, they will no longer exist as one of the three forms of the 

Missouri River archive. Inevitably, portions of the collection large and small will be lost when 

the tanks are emptied, and archive will no longer contain the complete catalog of 1,000 images. 

The photographic material will not lose its relationship to the river, but will likely be 

contextualized into another configuration of the archive. Ultimately, the water will be returned to 

the hydrologic cycle from which it came. The process of distillation and transformation will 

continue, as the prints become a dried fusion of 1,000 representations of the river in one 

abstracted and condensed form.  

 The monolithic print, and video documenting the disintegration process, constituting the 

other two forms of the three-part archive, will continue to exist as fixed representation of the 

Missouri River Archive. While the building of the collection has concluded, I have only 

attempted to represent a few instances within the Missouri River’s end at the confluence site 

during my six months of documentation. The empty glass vessels now have the potential to 

support new archives, transformations, and representations.  
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Conclusion 

 During the past six months I have taken 1,000 images of the river, which display the 

intricate variation of the ripples and waves, subtle shifts in light, and shadows tracking across the 

water’s surface. However, they are unavailable for viewing in an unmediated traditional 

photographic form. Instead, I have elected to present three forms of the same archive all seeking 

to convey the experience of the Missouri River and its permanent mutability.  

 It took me 1,000 photographs to confirm what I know and I do not know. I do not know 

the Missouri River, and the more meticulously I try and record it, the further it expands, 

boundlessly, ever outward, and away from my ability to represent it. Like a mirror, the river 

reflects my longing to know a subject that recedes from me as quickly as I approach it.  

 I do know that transformation and preservation can coexist in one artifact or archive, as 

my archives transform to dust and settle into photographic sediment. The dissolution of the 

photographs is not a loss, but a reformulation that results in the discovery of new photographic 

forms. 

 After all the photographic dust has settled, and the tanks have been emptied, the river will 

continue to flow towards its impending union with the Mississippi and onward to places 

unknown.  
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were filmed for 20 days, and these are the dates when the filming took place. 
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27 From the 20 days of filming, the footage was distilled into a 30 minute looping video, 
using 131 video clips.  
28 Once the work is installed in the museum, I will visit 27 times in order to place 1,000 
organic prints in the two tanks of water. 
29 Ernst Van Alphen, Staging the Archive: Art and Photography in the Age of New Media 
(London: Reaktion Books Ltd., 2014), 28. 

 30  Ibid., 30. 
 31 Italo Calvino, Six Memos for the Next Millennium (Cambridge: Harvard  University 
 Press, 1988), 57. 
 32 The oldest known surviving photograph was taken by Nicéphore Niépce in 1826 or 
 1827. 
 32 Ernst Van Alphen, Staging the Archive: Art and Photography in the Age of New Media 
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 40 I find myself describing the photograph as a corruptible body that is digested upon its 
introduction to the archive. The archive is presented as one collective corpus, with the 
viewer consuming all 1,000 photographs of the archive at once.  
41 Allan Sekula, “ Reading an Archive, Photography between labour and capital.” 
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 42 Sir George Otto Trevelyan, The Life and Letters of Lord Macaulay (New York: 

Logmans Green and Co, 1876), 36.  
 43 Beat Wismer, Art and Alchemy. (Düsseldorf: Museum Kunstpalast, 2014), 249. 
 44 Ibid., 27. 
 45 Archive Dictionary.com http://www.dictionary.com/browse/preserve?s=t. 
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