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In his celebratd article "A Smal History of Photography,' Walter
Benjamin assertd tha theorist of photograplg had for almog a centuy
sough to situake photograply within a fetishistt and anti-technich
concep of art For him, the photographe had alread overturna the
tribund of art in othe words had refusel to ean the credentiad from tha
tribund (Benjamn 1997 241) Today, Benjamins confidene in the
photographes reckles attitude towards the judgement-seaof at seens
to be groundless For abou forty yeas after this assertion photograpl
has found a firm place in the moden museum in the 1970s and has bea
endowal with the statis of art For sone authors this has primarily to do
with the recuperatio of the auratt subsumd unde the banne of
subjectiviy and the developmet of the connoisseursipi of the
photographes style (Crimp 198Q 97). Indeed the problem of subjectiviy
and whethe the practie of photograpl has enoudh "human interventiorf
to be declare art hawe always haunte the discussios on photography
Early photographes seemd to haw hal two choices sone followed
pictorialism by emulatirg painting in orde to demonstra¢ photographys
ability to exhibit person& artistic expression othes complied with
Daguerres understandig of the aesthetis of photography in which the
daguerreotyp is the totality of physicd and chemic& processe tha
enabk natue to genera¢ or show itsef (Marien 2006 23). Thus
photograply need no interventio to be declarel art Although seemiy a
bit archat now, this perspectie persistél amongs$ some esteemd later
thinkers Bazin (1967) for example considerd photograply a proces
from which human beings creatiwe intervention was absent

Indeed what underlies all thes discussios is the problan of the red
that photograply was destingl to ental since the beginnirg of its
existence Fa from being outdated the problem of the red still pervads
the discussios on photography The claim tha photograply mirrors
reality has two consequencefor wha a photograp inherenty is. The first
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is closel relatel to the wearisone discussio of whethe photograply is
at or not with the primaly emphass on the so-callal "absene of
subjectivity’ in the production of the photographt image The secon
consequene concerrs the statis of photograpl as a document by
situating photographi practie within the reaim of pristine objectivity.
With the emergene of digital imaging the tables seen to be turned
Ironically, the claims tha the digital image no longe associate with the
referent togethe with the supposd loss of the real hawe led to the revivd
of the questionim of the statis of photograph-lile images as art Even
more interestingly within the image-driven econony of our age images
undertale functiors of prod and persuasio more than ever, thouch digita
images it is claimed haw less credibility than analoge images

Even more sq the problen of authenticiy still hauns contemporay
discussios on photograply as much as in Benjamins claims abou the
loss of the aura While the advert of the mechanich reproducibiliy of
photographé images has led to discussios on the disappearare of the
actud origind ard the fetish of the origind (Benjamn 1968) in the
discussios on the digital image the problem of authenticiy refers to the
disappearane of the distinction betwee the copy and the origind or
rathe the complek loss of the meanimg of the original, which culminate
in the fad tha the digital image has no physicaliy at all. But the problem
of reality recus at this point as well. While it primarily arises from the
relation betwee the referen and the image in analoge images the
problem shifts to the reality of the image itseff in digital images What is at
stake is no longe primarily the reality of the appearane of the referer on
the photographi surface rather it is wha the image represerd with
regad to the existene of itself.

Throughou the 1990s the literature on photograply was divided on
the bask of whethe the phenomennp of digital imaging augurel the deah
of photograply or, in othe words radicaly transforme the practie of
photograply to make it hardly identifiable as photograply anymore For
sone authors suc as Martin Lister (2007, 251), the discussios came to
an end with the critica consenss tha photograply was not dying.
Somewha overly optimistic Lister arguel tha digital technoloy led to
the "producticn of more na less 'photography’ rathe than signalling
the deah of it. Thoe discussios on the whatnes or ontology of the
digital image have however critically challenge and altera the
conventiond meaniy of wha Lister calls "photograply by
overgeneralization" One could identify various photographies if not the
deah of "photography; at beg afte readirg thos divers accouns$ on the
ontology of the digital image Having written the mog comprehensie
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study on the differences betwee film-based and digital images William J.
Mitchell (2001) claims tha the physicd differences betwea the® two
modes of production hawe brough abou significant consequence tha
signd the emergene of the post-photograplti erg as the title of his bodk
suggests Mitchell base his argumem on the assumptia tha analoge
images are not replicabe without degradation althoud the copies of
copies of ary digital images are in no way distinguishabé from the
originals (ibid., 6). Anothe differene tha Mitchell recognize betweea
thee two modes is the amoun of information yielded For him, analoge
or film-basal images hawe an indefinite amour of information in contras
to digita images which haw limited tond amd spatid information
Mitchell adds tha digital images are inherenty mutable thoudh extensie
reworking is "outside the mainstrea of photographi practicé (ibid., 7).
One of Mitchell's striking conclusions which is basel on the®
differences agan touche upan the problem of reality. He asserts

Today, as we ente the post-photograplierg we mug face one agan the
ineradicabé fragility of our ontologicaldistinctiors betwea the imaginay
ard the real ard the tragic elusivenes of the Cartesia dream We hawe
indeal learnel to fix shadows but na to secue ther meaning or to
stabilize ther truth values they still flicker on the walls of Platos cawe
(ibid.. 225)

Not surprisingly Mitchell's provocative argumen provided mary
critics with a target Lev Manovich points out new digital technologis
tha allow uses to work with images of virtually unlimited size thus the
pixel is no longe the final frontier of digital imaging (Manovich 2006
244). He adds tha todays digital technoloy is capabé of yielding images
tha hawe "much finer detal than was evea possibe with traditiond
photography (ibid., 243). Furthermore Manovich was truly right in his
criticism of Mitchell's notion of "normal' or "straight photograpl tha
presuppose unmanipulated "pur€' image (ibid., 245) For him
manipulation has always been a commam practie of the moden uses of
photography straigh photograpl does naot exist

The novely of Manovichs contribution to the discussios on digital
imaging for me, does not emanaé from his criticism of Mitchell or his
guestionig of wha had been considerd the differences betwea digital
image and the analogue Indeed wha he terms the fetishization of the
"film look' itself—the soft, grainy, and somewha blurry appearane of a
photographt image"—tels how digital imaging imitates the "culturd
codes of film amd photography (ibid., 242) Manovich rathe than
proclaiming the deah of photograply or post-photography uses the
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formulation "photograply after photography to refer to the condition
after the digital revolution in which the digita image "annihilates
photograply while solidifying, glorifying amd immortalizing the
photographit (ibid., 241).

Although Manovichs claims may be read as a testimory for the very
existene of photograply after the digita revolution | prefe to interpre
them as forecastig the deah of photograply by the glorification of the
photographic Indeed for me, wha is implied in his claim is tha wha
digital imaging represerd is a postmoden nostalga for the representatio
of the referen in the photographi mode no longe the referen itself.
Geoffrey Batchen seens to make a similar distinction betwea the
photographé amd photography while assertig tha in digital images
"there is potentialy no dired referen in an outsice world" ard "digital
images are not so muc signs of reality as they are sigms of signs
(Batchen 1999 18-19) In a way they are representatios of representation
already out there Thes points bring us to the ontology of the
photographé image that is to say how it relates to the existene of things
out there the ontology of the referent

"The referen adheres, say Rolard Barthes (1981 6). One could ge
close to the problan of the red in photograply by reflecting upon the
ontology of the referen rathe than the problenms of authenticity the
origina and the copy, or the mutability of the digital images For Barthes
wha constituts the essene of photograply is this adherene or
stubbornnes of the referent the origind presence the prick of the
appearane of a thing tha undoubtedy existal in the pag ard left its trace
on the photographi surface Indeed it exists both in the presemn ard the
past It no longe mattes to wha degre the trace on the surfa@ resembls
the "original"; wha is importan is tha the thing actualy once existed
The photographt surfa@ comes after the presene of the thing.

Susa Sonta@gy makes a similar commen by provocativey assertiig tha
a photograp is "not only an image (as a painting is an image) an
interpretation of the real it is also a trace somethimy directly stencillel off
the real like a footprint or deah masK (Sontay 1977 154) One may
legitimately ask wha the differene is betwea this emphass on the
certainy of existene and the presene or primag of the referet and on
the othe hand the old claim tha photograply mirrors reality. Unless the
notion of presene in photography as conceivel by Barthes is situata
outsice the classt reality problem the photographi representatio
remairs totally identicd to othe systens of representationPau Edward
(1998 380), for example identifies the perspective of not only Bazin but
also Sontgy and Barthes with a post-pictoriali$ attitude in which the
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camen is redefinel within its so-callel "pure and indired nature" He
goes further, sayirg tha this is a materialistc understandig of photography
which constitute the bask of ontologicd discussios leadirg to melanchol¢
realism

Such an understandig seems however to forge the significane of
the interplay of absene armd presence Namely, the photograp has an
indispensald relationshp with deah ard this relationshp is mosty an
allegoricd one the photograp owes its existene largely to the elemens
that seen to be preseh on the surface but are actualy absent In othea
words the photograp exist by its absenceBarthes explairs this aspet of
the photogray by provocativey claiming tha "a photograp is always
invisible: it is nat it tha we se¢ (Barthes 1981, 6). Barthes deliberatey
makes a differene betwea photographys referent and the referen of
othe systens of representationFor him, the photographi referen is not
"the optionally red thing to which an image or a sign refeis but the
necessaryl red thing which has been placel befor the lens without
which there would be no photograph (ibid., 76). The very absene of the
thing does nat mean absene befor the lens Absene her operats
through wha Barthes consides the noema of Photography "that-has
been’, "intractable’ interfuit. Tha means

wha | see has bea there in this place which extend betwea infinity ard
the subjet {operator or spectator); it has been here ard yet immediatey
separated it has been absolutely irrefutably present ard ye alreay
deferred It is al this which the verb internum mears (ibid., 77).

In Jolana Wawrzyckas words (1997, 95), this simultaneos presene
and deferrirg "is the geniws of Photography for Barthes ard it "testifies to
the presene of a thing a a certan pags momen ard to its absolue
pastness its death" As evidene tha a thing existed Photograpk
"partakes in the econony of deah and resurrection!' Barthes imagines the
Latin word for "photography would be '"imago lucis opel expressa
[...], image revealed [...]'extracted (like the juice of a lemon by the
action of light" (Barthes 1981, 81). Interestingly as Wawrzyclka (1997,
90) states the Polish word for pictures literally mears "taking offs" or
"removals" In Turkish, alsq arny photograp is pulled out removel or
taken off rathe than being sha as if the world of reality out ther is
constitutel by infinite numbe of image layers or as if the very physicaliy
of the photographi surfa@ in hard is createl a the expeng of an
emptines in the world of things in the past They, in a way, exig but they
are alreag dead In Barthess terms "with the photograph we ente into
flat death (Barthes 1981, 92). Barthes attemps to explicae the
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indispensald featue of photography death by giving an accoutn of his
feeling when he is photographed "I am neithe subjet¢ nor objed but a
subje¢ who feels he is becomirg an object | then experiene a micro-
versin of deah [...] | am truly becomirg a specte [...] | haw becone
Total-Image which is to say, Deah in persori (ibid., 14).

| could explan the significane of the simultaneos feeling of presene
and deah tha creats the catastroph of photograply in Barthes only by
articulatig my person& story abou Camera Lucida. When | first read
Barthe$ Camera Lucida | was startlel while readirg the passag where
Barthes has found the Winter Garden Photograp in which his recenty
decease beloval mothe was five yeass old (ibid., 67-73) He was trying
to find a photograpp amorg mary othes tha would give him the truth of
the face he had loved The Winter Garden Photograp is differert for him
from the "ordinary' photograpb tha are merely analogicaly capabé of
only provoking her identity, nat he truth. For him, "Winter Garden
Photograp was indeal essentigl it achievel [for him] the impossible
science of the unique being" (ibid., 71). This image of his mother-as-chd
is for him powerfd enoudr to reveda he presene amd deah
simultaneoust in front of him. Since my childhood | had been somewha
terrified by certan momens in which particula images of my loved ones
come to my mind, arousiry the deepes feeling of love inside of me. | was
terrified becaus thee were also the momens when | felt the certainy of
their presene ard ther future deah simultaneously Thes frames of
mind, however dreadfuly overlappe the future ard the presem (or past)
| felt their presene and deah at the same time within tha moment Their
certah presene (or sublime appearancein a way involves their inevitabke
and timeles death | realized tha these were the times when | felt the
unique being of the loved ones It was the sane with Barthess feeling in
front of the photograp tha is for him the impossible science of the unique
being. Barthess accoun of the Winter Garden Photograp was alsq for
me, the mog dired ard elegan one tha helpal me to fed Barthes$ notion
of punctum in its deepes sense As Nicholas Mirzoeff (1999 72) aptly
puts it, "Through the unknowabé punctum, photograply becoms
sublime The mog importart and yet mod unknowabé singulariy of
photograply is this powe to open apunctum to the reaim of the dead"

Indeed photography mysterioss link with the notion of deah has
always been aregula thene in reflectiors on photography Sontay (1977,
15) says "to take a photograjh is to participat in anothe persons (or
thing's) mortality, vulnerability, mutability". Pierre MacOrlan goes further
ard explicates the powe of photograpl as being in its ability to creae
death
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To be abk to creae the deah of things ard creaturesif only for a second
is a force of revelation which, without explanation (which is useless)fixes
the essentiha characte of wha mug constitue a fine anxiety ore rich in
forms fragrances repugnance and naturally the associatio of ideas
(MacOrlan 1989 32, quotel in Robirs 1995,41)

Barthes goes even further by explainirg the relationshp betwea
photograply and deah in an historicd perspective He attemps to relocae
the "anthropologich place of Deat ard of the new imagé' in contemporar
sociey by pointing out Edga Morin's notion of the "crisis of death’
which began in the secom half of the nineteenlh century He states

For Deah mug be somewhes in a society if it is no longe (or les
intensely in religion, it mug be elsewherg perhag in this image which
producs Deah while trying to presere life. Contemporar with the
withdrawd of rites Photograpi may correspod to the intrusion in our
moden society of an asymbolc Death outsice of religion, outsice of
ritual, akind of abrup dive into literd Deah (Barthes 1981, 92).

Thus Photography immen® powe lies in its ability to produe the
traumatc effea of Deah in moden times What makes it traumatt is that
this effeda happes outsice religion, which usel to make Deah less
uncanry ard more bearable

"Will Image Move Us Still?", the title of Kevin Robinss article beg
summarize the centra questiomn at this point regardilg digita images
with respet to the themes of the photographi era alread discussed the
interplay of absence presence existence and death It might, however
still be too early to give a plausibke answe to this question but there are
already sone features of digital images which seen to prove quite the
opposite at leag with respet to thoe themes Referrirg to Horkheime
and Adornos notion of moden rationalisn as a logic tha liberates men
from fear, Robins consides digita technoloy ard its concomitah
discourg as a continuation of the projed of the rationd subjectim to
creake adeath-defyilg simulation (Robins 1995 42). He states

Electront images are na frozen do na fade ther qualily is na elegiac
they are na just registratios of mortality. Digital technique produe
images in cryogenisd form: they cen be awoken re-animatedbrough "up
to date" Digital manipulatio can resurretthe deal (ibid., 41).

Moreover, with the loss of physicaliy images hawe also lost their very
uniqueness A printed photograp is so ard nat otherwise They relake to
being not appearanceYet digital images are potentialy both this way ard
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otherwise As has we hawe seen they are sigrs of signs their referens are
increasingy becomiry photographic They are photographi at
best—representatien of representations rathe than photography "To
lose sight of the unbearablewrites Regis Debray "is to diminish the daik
attraction of shadows and of their opposite the value of aray of light [...]
The deah of deah would strike a decisiwe blow againg the imaginatior!
(Debray 1992 33, quotal in Robins 1995 42). Digital technoloy tries to
amplify the powers of vision, to make the invisible the visible ard the
desie or powe to see is its main motto. It negats absene ard death ard
mainly operates throuch the representatio of representations
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