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If compmer g rap hics is somerimes ca lled o n co refashion (he pha ro

graph © p. 119, photography is also used [ 0 refas hion compucer graph

ics. Many remediaoons a re rec iprocal in rhe sellSe thar rhey invire u s co 

Imag ine each medium as trying to remedJare rhe o lhe r. In such cases, 

decid ing w hic h medium is re media cing and which IS rem edla red is a 

ma([er o f ince rprer3cion, for H com es down ro whICh med ium is re

garded as more im porcanr for a cerraln purpose. 

If an image is ca ptured wirh a dig ital camera , rhere is no chemi

cal process as wich ana log phOtOgraph y. Instead, rhe imag e is recorded 

hy ph orosensiri ve cells and never eX IS (S except as b ics. I ~ such an image 

a. photograph or a computer graphic? If the image began as a (cnven

[ional phocograph and was ~canned inco che com purer and digi(all y re

rouched . is It then a phocograph or a compu ter graphic? In whac is 

ca lled d,gimi phocography, [he result is an image chac is ad vercised as a 

phocograph and meanc to be read as such by the v iewe r. The dlglcal 

pho tOgrapher, who caprures images dig itally, adds compute r graphic 

elements ro convemionai phorograph lC images, or comhines ('0,,0 or 

more ph orog raphs digitally, srill wa nes lI S [0 regard [he resule as pa re of 

[he rradicion of phocograph y. For rhe pharogr-.Jphers and (heir aud i

ences , d igical phowgrap hy (like digiral compos ir ing and animacio n in 

[radl cional him) © p. 146 IS an atrempt ro prevent ca mpI.Her graphic 

cechnolog y from overwhelming (he o lder medIUm. 

Com purer phororealism I ,) crying [() achieve prec ise ly what dlg

ieal phomg raph y I!) rrymg to preven r (he overcoming a nd replacem enr 

of rllf earlier u;t hno logy of phocography And ycc S lICU ' S!) In overcoming 

phorog raph y would have t omeyuences (ha r rhe compurer graph1C~ spe 

Ciali ses do nor necessanl y fo resee, given chac most g raphics specialises 
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re malll rea ll s(s 3S we ll as phoro realJsrs If rhey couJd 3c hu:ve perf<:cc 

phororeailsm , (he n (hey could c r€"aU;' "phorogca phs" withou t nacural 

ligh r An Image could be symhesJ'zed ro meee (he viewer's d e:slfe fo r 

Im me:d l.1CY wlt hou( {he m:oo for (he obje:cr~ in rhe Image CO haveeXJsled 

or ro hnve: bet' n wgecner lH any [ line , whic h was exanly (he cond m on 

(hat Rol:'tot! Bdrrhes cons lde:red rhe defi nit Io n of phorog raph y in Cam

ern Lllnda . Comp it'(e suuess In compmer phororeabsm would make 

nonseml: of [he ce rm phu(IJ,.ndIJIII. becau ~t' no one could any lon!;er be· 

llf:ve In ,t I.. ,lm;l! con necrlon be tween (he Image and the world Such 

SLI{(t" '>S would retTled l:J.ie (he (erlll phof()r~a/IJ7" OUt of eX ISte nCe, which 

IS rht most rdd .ral fo rm o( n: mcd l:"\( lon pos) Jble 

PHOTOGRAPHIC TRUTH 

D ig tral photo8raphy poses a similar rhrea( for rhose who beli eve (h ac 

(he crad ul ona l phocograph has a special re!a{ionsh ip ro real ic y. W illi am 

]. M icchell 0<)94) acknowledges {he power of digHa ll y manipula(ed 

phorog raphs and ye t finds chat pOwe r (ro~lbllng ; " For a ceowry and a 

half phocog ra ph ic eVidence seemed unlssail ab ly prob<tri ve. . An in· 

(e rlude of false innocence has passe<i. Today, as we emer rht posc

photog ra phic ('HI , Wf: musr f:lee once aga in rhe Jneradlcab le fragtll cy of 

our oncolog ic dl di sClnn iolls between (he Imag inary and rhe rea l , (he 

Ha81c elusIveness of rhe Carcesl<ln dream·' (225). 

W h,H M I[chell ca lls (he poscphmographlc e ra, we charaCte ri ze 

d S :in er:l In which pnocography and diglral technolog ies are {emedi 

a(lng each oche r. Bur in any Case phOtographic ·· rw[h " was nOr un 

:lss,\I lable even in che nlne reemh and c.-:u ly (wenoerh cemunes. 

I mpres~ion lS {s claimed [hat {he ir palmings cap rured rhe u uch of light 

bec{er chan photographs (oul<i . © p. 12S Funhermore, as M itche ll hi m

se lf clocu mems, In che ninereenrh and ea rl y rwenClerh cemunes, so

call ed com blna rl on p ri ming could m ake phocographs deceptive. For 

example, d unn,g World War 1, ( WO young g irl s (Oak plcruces WHh ca rd

board curours and managed co convi nct- muc h of {he Eng li sh public 

tha c fa irif:s eXlsced (fig 5. 1) 

Ir 15 remarbbly appropri ;n e [ha c (hese phocograp hs Il ave: chem

selves become (he slIb ,ecc of furth er (emedlari on to d1e fi lm Fmry Tale: 

1\ T r MSfQry ( 1997). The film lI ses compure r g raphiCS to {c r us see (he 

fa w es ftY lng around rhe ga rde n and the 8 1 rl s' (oom and chen p resems 

(he g irl ... · rho(Qgmphs as (('produCt lons of whac we h:lve already seen co 

bt: ·· feal' · In rhe him I[self The or ig Inal phorog wpb c; and (he 19 17 Inc i· 

dt" nc were- themselves l he (Xr·a:" lon fo r (he hi m , bur now (he fil m seems 

lob 


to reverse the relationship. The 111m and irs comptlH: r graphics seem [0 

vallda[e rhe phorog raphs and in the p rocess the charac ters' and our de · 

Slfe for Immediac y. 
The (ru{hful ness of rhe r hocograph is rhe issue addressed in the 

CD-ROM Truths and Fia;orIJ by (he Mexican photog raphe r Pedro 

Meye r (l995). He offe rs a co llecc ion of fa rcy photographs rogetbe r With 

audio and textual com menta ries and supporting mate ri als, some of 

which have been pa re of a conve nr iona l gallery exhibit . The CD-RO M 

in face remedia (es an arr gallery in whi.ch Meyer 's photOgraphs mIght 

hang. There is implied riva lry 10 chis re mediation-the suggestion 

rhar (he CD-ROM can present rhi s work mOre effective ly (0 viewe rs. 

As chelr labels indicate, most of (he phorographs have been ·'digically 

aLn: red," and tht: resule is a vli riecy of differe ne sryles . Some of rhe phoro

graphs ace: explicj ( d ig ital collage. Ochers are rea li s ric excep t fo r the 

appearance of a fancasCl c , presu mably dig lcal , element, such as an angel. 

In (h is rt:specr , rhey are almos t visual equ lvaleors of (he magic realism 

of umn Amertcan au rhors li ke Gabrie l Garcia Marquez. Looking at 

somt of {he phowg(aphs, we can nor be sure whac the com puter has 

ch:l. nged , fo r nodl lng in (he p icru re is unam big uously Impossible: In the 

worl d of llg hL Meyer 's alrerations often IOvolve subd y combin ing rwO 

or mo re phowg raphs, as is che case wic h Ernoflono/ CrHl! (fig. 5.2). In 

ch is caSf:, I( IS rhe digi ta ll y cre-aced wiggle In the sc riplng rhar alt ra({S 

m l r a(rcmion; W(- Lannm know chac rhe bil lboard (har g ives (he phow

g raph IC S (l(ie has been d lgHa.lly CUI from another photog rap h and 

161 


Figure S. I ( ocuogl y fauy pho<' 
.g r.l p h , \9 17 . Brothe rton (ollecu 
Lc:eds Univeui lY Lib('llry. 



pasted here, FlIla lly, Meye r labe ls some of rhe photog raphs "unalrered 

b l:lC k and wh lre tmage[s)." 

The fJct (har we know rhac some of Meyer's pho rog raphs ha ve 

been dlgU.lily ;J/ cered calls (he scams of all rhe phorographs inco gues · 

(Ion . The Jm3ges labeled "unaltered" seem as arcificial as rhe orhers . In 

face, because chese un<!.lrered Im3ges are p resenred nexr ro rhe alre red 

ones, I( IS rhe y (lile unaJce red) (har do some of rhe most inreres ri ng 

work of remedwr ion, O ne (Cardboa,.d Prople) shows a man posing before 

a phorographer wi rh cardboa rd figures of Ronald Reagan and a beam i 

fu l woma n. Anorher (Mona LtJa in /ht Wax MUJe1nn) sho ws 3 wo man 

p:lLntlng :l copy of rhe M ona Liia from anor her copy char is befo re he r 

(Jig >.3). W irh rhelf mu lCiple planes and rep licar ions of images, Mona 

L fJO and em/board Pruple are expilc iriy hypermediared , They represene 

(he desi re for Im med iacy by mul riplying medlo (phorog raphs or painr· 

ings) In (he image melf, alrhough, if we can bel ieve Meyer. rhe y do so 

wahin (he Single medIUm of a conven tional phorograph 

In Tt'lIlb! fTfld Pf({I01IJ Meyer is making MlCchell 's po lne char 

wl[ h rhe advenr of d lg lral rech nulogy {he phowg ra p h h:Js losc che 

si mple re laoonshlp ro rhe rea l rhac i[ previous ly enjoyed . Because rhe 

rru th ful ness o f any pho tog raph IS now In quesCioil , Meyer 's compos;re 

phorog raphs Jet supposed co revea l rr uths (for example , abouc rhe ba

na lIty o f Amefl(a n cu ltu re) rh"r are more compelling (han (he fac rual 

({'coro [(] whIc h phO£ogr:lphy u~ed w la y cI:1Jm. In an audiO crack on 

the C O -ROM . MeYf't tells ll~ how c() read some of rhe Imagt."s and makes 
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clear h is pol1cleal agenda . The compute r allows him co puc images to· 

gerhe r ru sharpen his cri t ique of American cui cute o r, in (he Mexican 

p\locographs, (0 challenge by subtle dis ruptions in rhe surface of rhe 

Image asSlimprions abour rhird·world poverr y, We can appreciare here 

rhe policical dimension of remed iariOA. Wich hi s d igiral reworkings, 

Meyer femediates rhe uadiriona l phocog raph intO an image rhac is 

supposed co be mort lucheneic because of irs cla ri fied o r in rcnsified 

Ideo logica l message . T he CD· RO M IS at (he same rime a po liri cal reme· 

dl3 rion of rhe m use um exhibit , because Meyer can olTer aura l hyper· 

li nks on rhe CD that explai n che poli( ical mea ni ng of rhe images. 

Wi rh the e rearion of d igital images like chose in '{ruth! and Fi(· 

tionI, rhe scarus of phocography itself has so changed cha r we are now 

rru ub led by Meyer's claim rh ac any of h is images are "unaJrered." How 

could exposi ng phorographic fi lm (0 lighr , deve loping che negar ive in 

a chemica l barh , and lransfercing rhe resl1i( co paper ever (onsr iru ce an 

unal rt red image? Because of ou r he ig hrened awa rt'ne s~, for which 

Meye r and o rher digi(al pho tog raphe rs a re responsible , we can ha rdl y 

look on uny phorog raph WI(hout rak ing flare of Otl( de,> ire for Imrnedi· 

:ley, Every phocog raph becomes Ilor only a failed auempc co sa ti sfy (hac 

desire , bur also co some cxcelJ( a represenration o f chac fai lure, Mcyer is 

Hying (Q explOir o ur des lfe fo r an 3u{hcnc il.: and Immedlace poli rical 

response co rhe (.omplex Images dur h iS camera caprures . Here coo, 

Meyer IS fryi ng to ;mprO \le on cradl(lona l photograph y, wh jch he and 

many orhers (for example , John Tagg in t he Burden 0/ Reprdenfafloll) 
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would also fe-ga rd as an nn widl a poliei ca l or IdeOlog ical dimension, 

His dig lfal r('work,ngs offer ro clarify che poJi rical me" mng or rhese 

Imuges , and In rhoi sense t he diglcal resulr can be simple r chan rhe a na

log o r i8ina l 

PHOTOG RAPH ING TlH DESIRE FOR b iMEO IA CY 

It IS nor an)' Ollt: d lg lColl phorograph {har i!:o dls rurbing_ We are d iS· 

curbed l:x:,(3use we musc now acknowledge chac alty phocograph mlg hr 

be dig Hall y a lrered. Dig Hal cec hnology may succt"t"J-whtre com bJllol

cion prlnring and ocher ana log techniques ha ve nor succeeded in (he 

pa~ r- Jn shabng our cul(ure 's falch in (he- cra nspa rency of rhe phoco

graph . However, alrered images become:it problem unly for chose who 

regard phorograp hy as operaring under rhe logic of rransparency. If rhe 

viewt"r believes rhar a phorogr1lph offers immediate concace wirh rea li ry, 

he can be d lsappoinced by a digita ll y altered ph owgraph. The reason is 

rhac che logic of rransparency does noc acco rd rhe scatuS of rea lir y ro rhe 

medlllm HSelf. but Insread (rears che medlLlm as a mere channel for 

plac ing che vlewec 10 contacr wirh che o bjecrs re[)cesenced . Yet a digic.-I 

phocograph can be as cranspa renr as an analog o ne. The process of dig. 

1( lzing {he Li g hr rhar comt"S (hrous h rhe lens IS no mo re Or less anificial 

rhan che chem ical process o( rradir io nal phocography. Ie is a purely cul

tu ral decis ion co claim char darkening rhe color values of a digirized 

Image by algorichm is an alte racio n of rhe truch o f rhe image, whereas 

kee ping an analog negarive longer in rhe developing bac h IS not . 

W irh elliS in mind, we can see how dlSlral rechniques sugges r 

:\ new way of underscolndlng a ll phowgraph y. in sce<ld o f dividing (he 

world of photOgrap hy inco (Cue and de<.:epcive images, or even 10(0 "un· 

tOuched -- and <l Ice red images . we can disr ingulsh photOgraphs o n (he 

baSIS of rheir cla ims co immedIacy. A phorograph ma y be euhe r an ex

press io n of rhe des ire fo r immediacy or a represencacion of chac deSire . 

The phorugcaph cha( presenrs irself ro be viewed withom irony ex· 

presses [[Ie desire fo r immed iacy, while a phorograph char ca ll s accen· 

cion ru Ifse lf as a phorograph becomes a cepresenrarion of char desire . 

No o ne ha~ exploreJ rhe nor ion of r horog raph y as a desi re for 

Immed iacy mort eloq lle ndy rhan Roland Barrhts In Call1t'Ta Llllidn 

(l98l). for Barches, phowgraphy IS speCia l. .. M ore rhan ocher arcs, Pho

rog raphy uffecs an Immedl :"l(e p restnce CO rhe world '" (84). Bacdles 

denies rlit rradir lo nall ncerprer,H lon rhar phorography grows our of peI 

~ Pt"U I Vt" ral nClng. pn:nc;d y beC<l llSt" he w:Jnn, co InSls r on rhe immedl

<H_y of phorography 
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it IS oftM J(lJd Ihat If was ,he pnmlet's who invetl/ed Photography (by bt:qJII:trlh 

illg If ,helT /rmlJJ1lg, !he Alber/ian penpwlve, and The oprh of the camera ob

s.; ura). I say: flU, it W(IJ the d)emim. Ffft" lhe noe-m e "Thal -hm-!Jl.:tn" /I/(IJ 

posrible olll), on the day when a JCttiui}U arl"lJ11lJ1anfe (lbe dimJlltry Ihal i 11veY 

halogens 1tJt:t"f." letlJltlve 10 light) made if powble 10 recOtJet' alld print dlrt:(!ly fhe 

I"",mom rayI I:"fUllfed by (I 11ttTiomly lighftd ubjt:a. The ph{)logTaph 'J laerally 

tin W /.'l flallU1I of tbl: n/t1-e-flt Fro", (1 Teal body. which wm there, p"(fl.~d Tadla 

IIOfl j lI ,h,ch IItrlllwuly louch /f1J! , who mn brre. (&0) 

So phocograph y IS nO{ " lIke palnnng o nly herrer,'" bur is ([Lil y 

rranspa renr: 

The realiJti, ofwbom I mil Olle and o/wbom 1wm already one when I asreru:d 

{hUI the PhOl()graph wai all image lVllbolll a ~wJe-even if, obvwmly, '"tr"talTJ 

(UcU'j do I1I/C(l O1/.r readmg 0/ Jl-the rudtJIJ do no! take Ihe pbolograph /(ff 
a "copy" 0/ Teality, hilt lor 011 eIllOIJaI;Ofl 0/ past rea lic y: (/ magic, nor an 

art. (88) 

W hac makes Barrhes 's qualified and com plica red reatism so In· 

(e resung IS (he way he lIses ir ro a rri cula re che:: cherne of desire . The 

mosr movi ng plcru re in Camera L#odo is [he o ne rh:\c Bacrhes desc ri bes 

in words bur doe::s nor show us: a ptCcure of hi s mother as a child, which 

becomes (or him the expression of his own desire co be re::unired with a 

marhe r who h a~ jusr died _For Barches . a photograph is alwa ys an ex

prts!ilon (no r a represencaClon) of loss, o( deach in fac e, bet:ause it is an 

emanauon of a pase (ha c ca n nor be recrie:: ve::d : "AJllhose young phocog

raphers who are ar wa ck In rhe wo rld, dece rmined upon (he caprure o( 

accuaitcy, do nor k now ch:lC they fl re agtncs of De.uh'· (92). Alr houg h 

.I3arches docs nor discuss digita l photograph y, c1eacly any reworked pho

wg raph can no longer enjoy chis simple and powe rful reiaclonship rO 

rhe:: past. Ie becomes insread an Image of a second o rder, a commenr o n 

" phOWgCllph o c on phocograpby .irself, and (herefore a represe nrnclon 

of rhe deSIre foe Immed Iacy. 

At firsc, chen, rhere St'ems to be a Simple d ic hotomy' dJglotl 

phorography IS hype rmeo l:lred , while ana log phorography is ([<lnspa r

tm Dlg l(al phuwgraphy appcac~ CO compllca(e and even (0 mo( k che 

des1re (or Immediacy rha r crnd HlonaL phOfograph y proml~es co s.ms{y. 

On {he oche r hand, bt-cause a diglcal phorog f<.lph C"oln some-W11tS bt fe 

g urdeJ ·.lS (fansp:"lfen (, i t tOO can {-xpre~ our desi rt" for Im me::dmcy. And 

bt-cause an analog phocograph (.in be reworked and combmed wJ[h 
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ocher phowg raphs, Ir can be<.ome a second -ord er express ion, a consCIOus 

ft"prt"se nr!l[lOn, of rhat deslrt" . Each re{: hnology can perfurm rhe cuico ral 

{lloer ian appa re nrly belonging co rhe other, because wtnsparency al 

w~ys Implies hype rmed Jacy, and vice ve rsa. 

D igita l photOgraphy a lrers Oll r unde rsrand lng of rhe prio r his 

tO ry of phowgraphy This IS rhe mosr radical ach levemeor of expert

menrers li ke Meyer. fa r mOfe raJic:!1 chan rhe ir overt polirica l messagt'. 

rh,H rhey can he lp ro rt'"CIdine rhe cu ltu f:!i ~jgnific!lnce of a pas r rechno

1081C;11 mornenr. We now nnd ourselves looking ar rr:-ld lrion<l l phoro

graph::, wlrh ~ nosral,gla for rhe OITle- when dig ,ral rechnology did nm 

e-x Isr ..nd could nor rhere-fore- Inrervene bl'rween rhe viewe-r :lnd his de 

sire . Ar rhl' sa me rime we become conscious of rhe inrerv<:nrions and 

choices requi red even in (he analog phorography of rhe oloereenrh and 

ea rl y rweoclerh cenru ri es . h is no acc ldeO{ char rhe voio:'s (of rheofls rs 

like N elson Goodman in Langt/.tJgcJ 0/ Arl) againsc {he Immediacy of 

phorog raphy g rtw srrong 10 rhe 1960s and became increas ing ly insis

rent in rhe tollowing de{:ades. fo r {his was exactly rhe per iod in which 

ril e mechnJllcai and d lgiral manlpularion of phorog raphs became In· 

creasing ly sophist icated . Ie is no accldenr rhac rhe French orig ina l of 

8archt's's no:.raJg ic anJ pessimisr ic Camera u,cidn appe<lfl'd In 1980 (as 

(he firs! des hop complHers were be ing devtloped and markerecl), at 

aimosr rhe lase morneor when any sophisricaced wrirer could srill claim 

ch:u an analog phorograph was nor a represeoraeion btl( an emanarion 

or ir~ subject. 
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