Digital Photography

If computer graphics is sometimes called on to refashion the photo-

(ﬁ" graph © p. 119, photography is also used ro refashion compucer graph-

ics. Many remediations are reciprocal in che sense chac chey invice us ro
imagine each medium as trying to remediace che other. In such cases,
deciding which medium is remediacing and which 1s remediaced is a
maccer of incecpretation, for 1t comes down to which medium is re-
garded as more important for a cercain purpose.

Ifan image is caprured wirh a digital camera, there is no chemi-
cal process as wich analog photography. Instead, the image is recorded
by photosensicive cells and never exists excepe as bics. Is such an image
a photograph or a computer graphic? If the image began as a conven-
tional photograph and was scanned into the compucer and digitally re-
touched, is 1t then a photograph or a computer graphic? In what is
called digital photography, the resulr is an image that is advertised as a
photograph and meanc to be read as such by the viewer. The digiral
photographer, who caprures images digirally, adds computer graphic
elements ro conventional photographic images, or comhines two or
more phorographs digitally, scill wancs us to regard the resulc as parc of
the tradition of photography. For the phorographers and cheir audi-
ences, digical photography (like digical composicing and animation in
craditional Alm) & p. 146 15 an attempt to prevent computer graphic
technology from overwhelming the older medium.

Computer phororealism 1s rrying to achieve precisely whac dig-
ital phocography 1s trying to prevenc che overcoming and replacement

of the eacher tec hnology of photography And yer success in overcoming
phorography wauld have consequences char the compurer graphics spe-

| ctalists do not necessarily foresee, given chac most graphics specialiscs
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remain realises as well as phororealists If they could achieve pertect
photorealism, chen chey could create “phorographs”™ wichout natural
light An rmage could be synthesized to meer the viewer's desire for
ummedracy wirthouc che need for the objects in rhe image o have existed
or 0 have been togerher at any vime, which was exactly che conditien
that Roland Barches considered che dehmaion of phorography in Can-
ern Lucida. Complete success in computer photoreahism would make
nonsense of the term photoreaism, because no one could any longer be-
lieve 10 a cauvsal connection berween che tmage and the world Such
success would remediate che cerm phororealism ouc of existence, which

15 the mose rachcal torm of remediacion possible

PHOTOGRAPHIC TRUTH

Digiral photography poses a similar rhreac for chose who believe chat
the cradhcional photograph has a special relationship co realicy. William
J. Micchell (1994) acknowledges the power of digitally manipulaced
photographs and yer finds that power troubling: "For 2 century and 2
half photographic evidence seemed unassailably probarive. . . . An in-
terlude of false innocence has passed. Today, as we encer the posc-
photographic era, we musr face once again che ineradicable fragilicy of
our ontological disunctions berween the imaginary and che real, the
cragic elusiveness of che Carcesian dream” (225).

What Mutchell calls the postphotographic era, we characterize
as an era i which photography and digiral rechnologies are remedi-
aung each orher. Buc in any case photographic “reuth” was nor un-
assatlable even in che nmmnereenth and early cwennech centurnes.
Impressionists clavmed thac cheir paincings caprured rhe cruch of light
betcer chun photographs could. & p. 125 Furchermore, as Mirchell him-
self documients, in the nineteenth and early rwentiech centucies, so-
called combsnanion printing could make photographs deceprive. For
example, during World War I, two young girls took picrures wich card-
board cutours and managed to convince much of che English public
that fairies exasced (Ag 5.1)

It 15 remarkably appropriate that chese photographs have chem-
selves become che subjece of lurrther rensedhacion in the filin Fawry Tale:
A Time Stary (1997). The Olm uses compucer graphics to ler us see the
fairies flving around the garden and the giels’ room and chen presents
the girls’ photographs as reproductions of what we have already seen to
be “real”in che film acself The caginal phorographs and the 1917 inci-
dent were themselves che occasion for the him, bur now che film seems
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co reverse the relationship. The film and its computer graphics seem to
validace the phorographs and in the process the characters’ and our de-

sice for immediacy. '

The cruchfulness of the photograph is the 1ssue addressed in the
CD-ROM Truths and Fictions by the Mexican photographer Pedro
Meyer (1995). He offers a collection of forty photographs t.ogetber with
audio and textual commentaries and supporting marerials, some of
which have been part of a convenrional gallecy exhibit. The CD-ROM
in fact remediaces an acr gallery in which Meyer's photographs mlght
hang. There is imphed rivalry 1n this remedia:ion—.che sugg‘esnon
chat che CD-ROM can present rhis work more effectively co VIE‘TN'EI'S.
As cheir labels indicace, most of the phorographs have been “digirally
altered” and che result is a variety of differenc sryles. Some of rhe phoro-
graphs are explicic digital collage. Orhers are realisric excepe for thle
appearance of a fantasnic, presumably digical, element, such as.an ange L
In chis respect, rhey are almost visual equivalencs of the magic rfahsm
of Lanin American authors like Gabriel Garcia Marquez. Looking ar
some of the photographs, we cannor be sure what the com‘puter has
changed, for nothing in che piceure is unambiguously umpossnbl.c in che
world of Lighr. Meyer's alreracions often involve subtly combining rwo
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or more photographs, as is the case with Emotzonal Crivs (g. 5.2). In

I i i aCLraces
chis case, 1c 1s the digieally created wiggle 1o the scriping thac actr
our arrention; we cannot know chac che billboard thar gives che photo-

graph 1ts ticle has been digially cut from anocher photograph 2nd
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Figure 5.1 Cocungly fairy phou
graph, 1917. Brotherton Collecu
Leeds University Library.
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pasted here. Finally, Meyer labels some of che phocographs “unalcered
black and whice tmage(s]”

The fact chat we know chat some of Meyer's photographs have
been digially alcered calls che scacus of all che photographs into ques-
non. The images labeled “unalcered” seem as artificial as che orhers. In
fact, because these unaltered images are presenred nexc to the alrered
ones, « s they (the unalcered) chac do some of rhe mosc inceresting
work of remediation. One (Cardboard Pegple) shows a man posing before
a photographer wich cardboard figures of Ronald Reagan and a beauti-
ful woman. Anocher (Mora Lusa in the Wax Musenm) shows a woman
painting a copy of che Mona Lisa from anocher copy char is before her
(hg 5.3). Wich cheir mulaiple planes and replications of images, Mona
Lua and Cardboard People are explicitly hypermediated. They represent
the desire for immediacy by mulriplying media (phocographs or painc-
ings) in che image (self, alchough, if we can believe Meyer, they do so
wichin the single medium of a conventional photograph

In Truths and Ficnoms Meyer 1s making Micchell’s poine chat
with che advent of digical technology the photograph has losc che
simple relationship ro che real that ir previously enjoyed. Because the
truthfulness of any photograph 1s now 1n question, Meyer's composite
phorographs are supposed to reveal truths (for example, abouc che ba-
nabicy of Amencan culrure) thar are more compelling than the facrual
record to whieh photography used o lay ¢laim. In an audio crack on
the CD-ROM. Meyer rells us how to read some of che images and makes
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clear his political agenda. The computer allows him to puc images (0-
gether to sharpen his critique of American culture or, in the Mexican
pliocographs, to challenge by subtle distuptions in the sucface of the
image assumptions abour third-world poverty. \We can appreciare here
the policical dimension of remediarion. Wich his digiral reworkingf=
Meyer remediates che traditional photograph into an image chat is
supposed o be more auchenric because of its clarified or inrensified
ideological message. The CD-ROM s ac the same rime a pohrical reme-
diacion of the museum exhibit, because Meyer can offer aural hyper-
links on rhe CD that explain che policical meaning of the images.
Wich che creacion of digital images like those in Trashs and Fic-
tions, che scacus of photography itself has so changed char we are now
croubled by Meyer's claim thac any of his images are “unalrered.” How
could exposing phorographic film o light, developing the negative in
a chemical bach, and transfercing che tesulr co paper ever consticure an
unulrered image? Because of our heighrened awareness, for which
Meyer and orher digital photographers are responsible, we can hardly
look on any photograph withour taking note of our desire for immedi-
acy. Every photograph becomes not only a failed artempr ro sacisfy that
desice. but also to some extenc a represenration of thac failure. Meyer is
teying o exploit our desire for an auchencic and immediate polirical
response o the complex images chat his camera caprures. Here wo,
Meyer 15 trying to improve on rraditional photography, which he and
many others (for example, John Tagg in the Burden of Representation)
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Figure 5.3 Pedro Meyer, Mona Lija
1ne the Wix Muciesar, San Francisco,
CA, 1986, unaltered black and where
rage. © Pedro Meyer. All righes re-
served, Used by permission.



would also regacd as an arr wich a policical or 1deological dimension.
His digiral ceworkings offer ro clanfy che political meaning of chese
images, and «n thes sense che digical resulr can be simpler chan che ana-
log original

PHOTOGRAPHING THE DESIRE FOR IMMEDIACY

Ic 5 not any one digial phorograph char is disturbing. We are dis-
turbed because we musc now acknowledge chac ary photograph mighr
be digitally alrered. Digical cechnology may succeed —where combina-
uon poneng and ocher analog techniques have not succeeded in che
past—n shaking our culture’s faich in the transparency of che phoro-
graph. However, altered images become a problem only for those who
regard photography as operaring under che logic of rransparency. If the
viewer believes chara photograph offers immediace concace wirh realiry,
he can be disappoinced by a digially altered phorograph. The reason is
rhat che logic of rransparency does noc accord rhe stacus of reality ro the
medium eself, buc instead trears che medium as a mere channel for
placing che viewer in concact wirh che objecrs represenced. Yer a digical
photograph can be as cransparenc as an analog one. The process of dig-
itizing rhe light that comes through che lens s no more or less arcificial
than che chemical process of rradirional photography. It is a purely cul-
tural decision to claim char darkening che color values of a digirized
image by algorichm is an alceration of the cruch of che image, whereas
keeping an analog negarcive longer in rhe developing bath 15 nor.

Wich thus in mind, we can see how digiral rechniques suggesr
a new way of understanding all photography. [nstead of dividing the
world of photography inco true and deceprive images, or even inco “un-
touched” and altered images, we can discinguish photographs on che
basis of cheir claims to immediacy. A photograph may be eicher an ex-
pression of che desire for immediacy or a represencacion of chac desire.
The photograph chat presencs irself o be viewed withour irony ex-
presses the desire for immediacy, while a phorograph thar calls arcen-
tion to 1eself as a photograph becomes a represenration of rhar desire
No one has explored the notion of phorography as a desice for

immediacy more eloquently than Roland Barrches in Camwra Lucida
(1981). For Barches, photography 1s special. "More than ocher ares, Pho-
tography offers an :mmediate presence ro the world™ (84). Barches
deimes che cradinonal interpreracion rhar photography grows our of per-
spective painning, precisely because he wanrs to insist on rhe immed-
dcy of photography
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1# 15 ofren said that it was the pamnters who invented Phatography (by bequeath-
ing 1t their frammg, the Albertian perpective, and the optic of the camera ob-
scura). I say: nu, it was the chemises. Fuor the noeme “That-bas-been” was
possible only on the day when a scentific circumsiance (the discovery that silver
halogens were senstiive to light) made it possible 1o recover and print divectly the
luminows rays enntied by a variously lighted object. The photagraph v lierally
an emanatum of the refevent. From a real body, which was ihere, proceed radia-

t1ons whick wliimarely rouch me, who am here. (80)

So photography 1s not “hike painting only herter,” bur is traly

rransparent:

The realists, of whom 1 am one and of whom 1 wa already one when 1 asserted
thut the Phosograph was an image without a code—even if, obvtonsly, certarn
codes do mfect our reading of 1—ihe realists do not rake the photograph for
a “copy” of reality, but for an emanation of past reality: a magic, ngt an
art. (88)

W har makes Barrhes's qualified and complicared realism so 1n-
teresting is che way he uses it to arriculare rhe theme of desire. The
most moving picture in Camera Lucrda is the one thar Barches describes
in words bue does not show us: a picture of his mocher as a child, which
becomes for him the expression of his own desire ro be reuniced with a
mocher who has jusc died. For Barches, a photograph is always an ex-
pression (not a represencacion) of loss, of deach in face, because it is an
emanation of a pasc char cannot be rerrieved: "All those young photog-
raphers who are at work 1n rhe world, determined upon rhe caprure of
accualicy, do not know chac they are agents of Death” (92). Alchough
Barches does not discuss digiral photography, clearly any reworked pho-
tograph can no longer enjoy chis simple and powerful relacionship co
the past. It becomes instead an image of a second order, a commenr on
a photogeaph or on phorography irself, and cherefore a represenracion
of the desire for immedhacy.

Ar firse, then, rhere seems to be a simple dichotomy- digueal
photography 1s hypermediated, while analog phorograply is cranspar-
enc Digial photography appears o complicate and even to mock the
desire for immediacy chat cradinional phorography promises saristy.
On the other hand, because a digiral phorograph can sometimes be re-
garded as transparent, it 00 can express our desire for immedsacy. And
because an analog phorograph can be reworked and combined with
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other photographs, 1c can become a second-order expression, a conscious
represencacion, of chac desice. Each cechnology can perform the culeural
tuoction appacencly belonging co che ocher, because cransparency al-
ways tmplies hypecmediacy, and vice versa.

Digiral photography alrers our underscanding of che prior his-
tory of photography Thas 1s the most radical achuevement of expen-
menrecs like Meyer, fac more radical than cheir overt policical message.
chat chey can help co redefine the cultural significance of a pase rechno-
logical moment. We now hnd ourselves looking at teadicional photo-
graphs wich a nostalgia for che aime when digical rechnology did noc
exist and could not cherefore intervene berween the viewer and hus de-
sire. At the same ume we become conscious of che incerventions and
choices required even in che analog phorography of cthe ninereench and
early twenuech cencuries. It is no accidenc chac che voices (of cheorises
like Nelson Goodman in Languages of Art) against che immediacy of
photography grew strong 1o the 1960s and became increasingly insis-
cent in che following decades, for this was exactly che period in which
the mechanical and digiral manipulacion of phorographs became in-
creasingly sophistucaced. It is no acaidenc that che French ociginal of
Barches's noscalgic and pessimistic Camera Lucida appeaced in 1980 (as
che hese deskrop compucers were being developed and mackerted), ac
almost che lasc moment when any sophiscicated wricer could srill claim
chat an analog photograph was nor a represenracion but an emanarion
of its subject.




