Photography for Architects

Photography for Architects
six lectures by Ernst Fischer

held at Pratt School of Architecture, 2018-19
to all 1st year architecture undergraduate students
edit version t5i2- December 2018

Index:
Lecture 1/6 – Photographing Objects (“the map is not the territory”)
In which, by historical and empirical method, we examine the useful illusion of objectivity that springs
from the conventional photographic process, and its pitfalls.
Lecture 2/6 – Photographic Abstraction
Wherein we explore the value of the unconventional gaze, and the uses of the camera to re-examine
the visible. An introduction to the early history of photography is interwoven with thoughts on
abstraction, and the term’s merits and layered meanings in the context of photography.
Lecture 3/6 – Photography About Photography
Whereby students are introduced to a broad spectrum of current art practices involving photography
in the expanded field, and contemplate the disparate notions of both, the artists’ and the viewers’
agency these practices imply.
Lecture 4/6 – Bodies in Motion
Provides an overview of the history and techniques of analytical motion photography, while keeping a
beady eye on the methods’ blind spots and underlying assumptions.
Lecture 5/6 – Photography and Spatial Practice
Looks at the esthetic foundations of the current conventions of architectural photography, and breaks
them down technically. Beyond this, we look at what happens to architecture when it becomes image,
and vice-versa. We also trace the tensions between immersive and analytical modes of looking,
and that between the will to control and project an image, and the desire to use photography as a
generative tool for design.
Lecture 6/6 – Digital Emergence
In which we again grapple with notions of creative agency, particularly in the digital realm. We
distinguish deterministic systems of production from creative play, and look at various artistic
strategies that may counter the smoothing of experience and the insiduous gamification of life.

Lecture 1/6 - Photographing Objects (“the map is not the territory”)
In which, by historical and empirical method, we examine the useful illusion of objectivity that springs
from the conventional photographic process, and its pitfalls.
Hi budding architects,
This is the third time that I have been asked to hold a cycle of six lectures concerning photography for
you, three this semester, three next.
These lectures are designed to address both, your varied need for basic technical knowledge, that is,
to help you take more and better pictures, and they aim to heighten the potential of that practice being
rooted in -and growing into- new ways of thinking, photographic and visual thinking, to wrap your
heads around the ways in which photography, as a technology that is both reproductive and a generative,
might produce meaning, and become an integral part of your design process.
I used to teach really short workshops (more like tutorial sessions) to each studio section alongside these
lectures, but this year we’ll try something new: We’ve recorded a set of tutorial videos that cover the
techniques I used to cover in the workshops, and in a few weeks, I will meet four sections at a time for
a critique and troubleshooting session, during which we’ll look at photographs you made.
So with these, your more immediate practical needs in mind, I’ve switched things around a little, and
am starting with an at least semi-practically minded lecture. Today, we will look at what happens in
the act of photographing objects, the way it makes us look and re-look at them, the documentary and
illusionist aspects of photography and the various notions of truth and point of view these engender.
Visions and ideas, we will find, can get lost or be found through this process.
In the 2nd lecture I’d like to then go back to the beginnings of photography. I’ll introduce you to some
very early practitioners and inventors of photography, and by experiencing the birth of the medium with
them, hopefully you can get a sense of the radical break the discovery appeared as. Looking at early
photography, at a time when the wood could still be seen for the trees, - that is, before we were drowning
in a sea of photographic reproductions - can give you a sense of just how abstract a process we’re really
engaged in, and what the value of this abstraction might be.
The 3rd lecture is called “Photography about Photography” and will be about conceptual photography
and current experimental work by artists that involves photography. We will look at the work and
strategies of artists who aim to subvert the medium, be it by revealing its social or technical mechanisms,
or via strategies of interruption or attrition
Right. So today’s lecture is broadly about what it means to photograph things, and the fundamental
tension that is inherent to photography, the tension between automated, seemingly blind, neutral vision
afforded by the camera and its power to guide the eye, to determine how the world is looked at, and with
that, determine what materializes.
Today is about the social use of photography, it’s mainstream use, and the beliefs that use engenders.
By mainstream I mean its use a documentary tool, as reliable evidence about the thing photographed,
as well as its status as a memory, as a kind of shitty time machine, a sort of time capsule that you stuff
things in, to then look at them further down the line.

While thinking about this lecture, and thinking about what happens when you photograph an object,
the ways it may get you closer to the object while the process also requires and creates distance, and a
sense of remove, (which is something I have looked at a lot in my own artistic practice – the question
of just what kind of mode of knowledge production photography is, the weird way in which it can
simultaneously be a form of sympathetic magic and a tool for objectivity), so pondering this, I came
across the work of Lorraine Daston and Peter Galison, and this book they wrote together: simply titled
”Objectivity”.
Daston and Galison are historians of science, working at the Max Planck Institute and Harvard,
respectively. Their thesis here is that objectivity, as a scientific ideal, has a history. It is historically
determined, has its moment, or rather, its period, which they identify as the 90 years running from 1830
to 1920.
And they think that this ideal of scientific objectivity was instrumental in facilitating the paradigm
shift in the history of science, away from aristocratic science, and the persona of the genius scientist
and teacher which goes along with it, the exalted observer who could show us the truth about nature,
the shift from there towards the bourgeois ideal of science, and an image of the good scientist as selfeffacing technocrat, as researcher, designer of experiments, and gatherer of evidence.
Daston and Galison’s main objects of examination are scientific atlases and the images they contain,
images that are meant to teach practitioners of empirical science what is worth looking at and how
to look at it. As such, Daston and Galison contend, atlases shape both the objects and the subjects of
science. They shape collective sight, the conventions of looking.
Before 1830 and reaching back to the renaissance, scientists employed renowned artists to illustrate
their atlases. Scientists worked closely with those artists and were themselves thought to be be closer
to the subject than their public, immersed in a kind of shamanic way, and able to convey nature’s true
form and divine regularities.
These illustrations are meant to give
you an ideal, true image of their
subjects’ characteristics. As God
intended them, so to speak, stripped
of any chaotic detail. Nature strives
to be regular and beautiful.
In these images, you can see the
dogged insistence on symmetry that
was the hallmark of scientific images
before objectivity took hold.
While with the shift towards
objectivity, the “good scientist”
morphed into a neutral observer, and
a critical distance from his object
of inquiry was suddenly held to be
important. You can start to see how
photography, and its distancing

function, rooted in the simple fact that you need to step away from an object to be able to focus on
it, might come in handy, or go hand-in-hand with this this epistemological shift. The photographic
apparatus, while not the cause of the shift, presented itself as an ideal tool for its implementation, and
the rise of the medium correlates historically with the rise of objectivity as a scientific virtue.
To describe this power that the new imaging technology had,
and to illustrate what can happen when you split art from
science, I want us to have a quick look at three witnesses from
the book. I think it will inform the way we can think about the
problem of photographic reproduction.
My first witness is Percival Lowell, who really is a victim of
objectivity. He is a tragic figure, someone who fell under the
bus of progress, and whose imagination was squished by the
newly perceived need for objectivity.
Percival Lowell was the son of American industrialists and in terms
of his economy, a neo-aristocrat, your quintessential gentleman
scientist, someone who by the power of his birth, could engage with
science.
He is the sponsor and founder
of the Lowell observatory
in Arizona, where you can
see him sitting here, at his
telescope.
Lowell became obsessed
with the canals of Mars, that
is, with the idea that there
might be intelligent life on
Mars, as evidenced by the system of irrigation canals he swore
he could see on its surface. The theory had a lot of prominent support for a while in the late 19th century.
There were believed to be canals on the surface of Mars, transporting water from the frozen poles to the
arable plains nearer the equator.
It is of course exciting not to be alone in the universe,
to be convinced we have alien company, even
within our own solar system. Here are a couple of
illustrations from the time, and this is a Mars globe
based on Lowell’s mapping.
Lowell made these intricate drawings, staring
through his telescope, and his peers said: Well, that
may be so, but how can you distinguish what you
want to see from what you do observe?
Thus, in an effort to be more objective, he imposed strict machine-like rules on his method. He made
this series of drawings on each of which he only allowed himself to work for exactly 15 minutes. If he

forgot something, he wouldn’t allow himself to put it in later,
nor did he allow himself to erase any distracting detail. His
peers however were still not convinced.

Seeing them, he was devastated, as they proved
that splash patterns were never quite regular, there
was no perfectly symmetric corona pattern, as
he had believed to see before, but a high level of
randomness. No two splashes were ever the same.

So he paid to have these photographs taken, which, despite
using the best optics available at the time, were grainy and
blurry, and arguably showed no evidence of canals.
But Lowell was convinced he saw them in there, too, and was
tempted to enhance the negatives by hand. He had a protracted
dispute with editor about this, who finally convinced him not
to retouch anything, and when the images were published,
although there was some discussion as to whether one might
be able to discern the fabled canals, ultimately, the evidence
he himself produced destroyed his career, and he spent the rest
of his days being considered a crackpot, and a bad scientist.
You can see in these images – as with Lowell’s
drawings – that the map is decidedly not the
territory (as Korzybski’s famous saying goes) but
you can see, in how these photographs affected
Lowell, that somehow, when photography - a type of
blind and mechanical mode of sight - gets involved,
the tendency arises to misrecognize - to falsely
identify - the map as the territory. That somehow,
we are always tempted to think of a photograph as
not an abstraction. (When in reality, it is always an
abstraction – I will talk more about that in my next
lecture.)
OK,the second witness is Arthur Worthington.
Worthington was a physicist who made important discoveries in
the field of fluid dynamics in the second half of the 19th century.
In the 1870ies, he built a machine to observe splashes by naked
eye and then spent 20 years using this to look at droplets of
various liquids splashing onto surfaces.
This is a drawing of his invention. Electromagnet C releases the
two levers at the top simultaneously, and from point A, a drop
of liquid falls, while from point B, an ivory sphere is released,
which upon hitting D down here on the right - calibratable in
height using collar Q - which triggers an electric spark that
illumiates the splash.
in 1895, when photographic technology finally allowed for
very short duration exposures, he collaborated to take these
photographs of droplets.

(You can see this case illustrating the shift from
the symmetry that marked the scientific image,
that mark of divine harmony, to something more
chaotic, the trace of the random walk as the mark
of good scientific data.)
Worthington apologized unreservedly and
widely, to his peers and his public, and basically
declared his past work worthless, and that it had
become so in the blink of an eye, in a single
instant, by which he was being patently unfair to
his own work, which was rigorous in its overall
analysis, but had idealized away -or failed to seethe chaotic details in the object of inquiry.
So what machinic objectivity, what this ideal,
blind sight brings with it –it’s stowaway, so to
speak- is the primacy of the appearance of things,
of appearance as evidence, and of the particular
instance recorded as the only scientific reality. It
robs scientists of the right to interpret things, to
tell us what is relevant or typical.
And this gives rise to the temptation to delegate the interpretation of things -the judgments relating to
phenomena- to sets of rules, and to machines. And in Worthington’s case, this mechanically objectivist
ideal discredits what we’d now consider to be perfectly good empirical science.
Which brings me to our next witness: This dominant belief in the evidentiary power of photography,
and consequently, the primacy of the surface of things in defining their meaning led to the work Sir
Francis Galton.
Galton is a statistician and anthropologist, and a cousin of Charles
Darwin’s. He pioneered the use of questionnaires and is the guy who
coined the word “Eugenics”, as well as the phrase “nature versus
nurture”.
He is also the inventor of the composite portrait, seen here.
His research led him to be an advocate for a more meritocratic society
(which at the time was a progressive cause), which in turn led him to
propose that if you look a certain way, or are below a certain level
of measurable intelligence, you should be made to live in a kind of

secular monastery, and kept from having children.

This new scientific paradigm again contends – as did
the pre-bourgeois concept of the scientific - that you
need an experienced scientist to tell you what you are
looking at, and what to look for. Not however this time
a genius in harmony with the universe, but someone
with superior pattern-recognition skills.

So he goes from trying to find out what Alexander the Great
really looked like by means of overlaying all the profiles of him
he can find stamped onto coins to get a kind of averaged, more
truthful if fuzzy portrait of the man. This seems a reasonable
game, really, but Galton goes from this and transitions
seamlessly to trying to distill genetic traits by overlaying
images of sisters to get an averaged, sort of typical, albeit
fuzzy portrait of what he called the “ideal type” – a portrait
that might describe the prevalent expression, on a face, of the
dominant traits in a given gene pool.

This, for now, holds true. You need your dentist to
talk you trough the x-rays of your teeth, and you will
to some extent take his or her word for it. He or she
will help you “see” what they have learnt, through
experience, to glean from an x-ray.

This is a family composite.
He then, in an effort to find an
application for this fun new
technology, makes the leap
to Epidemiology and Eugenics. He makes composites of tuberculosis
sufferers, and then goes further and contrasts healthy versus criminal
types, these upstanding officers being the healthy subset. With hindsight,
I reckon all you can really glean from the pictures of the criminal types
here is that they were less happy to be photographed than the officers.
But Galton proposes to start filtering the population, based on his findings. This kind of willful abuse
of science for social engineering of course leads straight down the road to fascism. Fashism may in this
light be interpreted as springing from a hankering after a more objective and orderly and predictable
world.
You can see how this kind of work is
currently experiencing a renaissance
with the flourishing of blind trust in
algorithms and their predictive powers.
The experiment, as so often, tells you
more about the experimenter than about
anything else, which in science and
politics is a problem, but in photography,
can be an asset.
Now Daston and Galison posit that
as Objectivity gradually fell into
disrepute, what finally replaced it as the
central scientific virtue, in the 1920ies,
is Trained Judgment.
Here an image from an anatomical atlas from the 1960ies, showing a manual composite of the x-ray
appearance of different types of brain lesions, highlighted using an overlay sheet.

This paradigm of Trained Judgment, applied to
photography itself, means us photographers are not
just asked to point our cameras at the world anymore,
but to make judgments about it, to make things
legible, to isolate phenomena and highlight aspects of
the object photographed. In architectural parlance: to
strive for informed simplicity.
So I want to briefly put the evidence those three witnesses gave us in the context of art, or of a generative
esthetic practice more widely.
What goes on in artist’s minds in
the 1920ies -just around the time
Objectivity is ready for slaughter- what
starts to happen in both modernism and
particularly surrealism, is that artists
start to turn things on their head, they
start to use photography’s status as
incontrovertible evidence to prove the
opposite, to point out that things aren’t
as they seem.
(One thing that seems worth pointing
out on this occasion is that the so called
“avant garde” of art often functions
more like the cultural mopping-up
crew, in terms of the spread of common
knowledge, more like those troops that
bring up the rear, than those that march
out in front, as the term likes to imply.)
This, by Man Ray, is the most famous
surrealist photograph, helped along by
its populist take on Freud.
This is work by Wols, which I prefer to

Man Ray’s. Wols worked a
bit later, but also part of that
Paris crew.

People that sell cars for instance, know that you are more likely to buy a car if it has the kind of face
you aspire to having.

Here also, there is always
an ambiguity as to what it
is you are looking at. Wols
looks at the uncanny quality
of objects, and has an eye for
their evocative aspects.
This is Brassaii, another
contemporary, famous for
his graffiti photographs,
and those of the streets of
Paris by night.
He also engaged in this
play of bait and switch
of signifier and referent,
sign and object.
Just to bring this into the present moment: things that look like
other things, or pareidolia, is still a fun thing to google. It’s usually
faces, faces being the first
thing we learn to discern in
life. This being my favorite.
The currently dominant
“loos like” trope on google
is still Trump, or really,
mostly just his hair.
Here are a couple examples
from architecture. And
just to close the circle, it’s
worth pointing out that many products are designed to have a face.

Ok, this brings me to the more practical part of this lecture, the question of how to make a thing look
like itself, when photographed. How do you photograph a thing so that the photograph of the thing looks
like the thing?
It should be clear I hope from what I’ve laid out so far – indeed, this is the purpose of laying all that out
in the first place – that this endeavor of photographing for realism can only ever be a game of infinite
regress, kind of an illusionist’s parlor trick with diminishing returns, and that there is value in stepping
back from the stepping back from things that photography represents, stepping back from the way
photography materializes things, from the limited way in which it makes them real.
The book I recommend the most to my studio photography students is this one. Light, Science and
Magic. It is a crash course in still life photography, still life work being the best way to wrap your head
around the control and recording of light. And photography evidently is only ever dealing with the
surfaces of things, being as it is, a means of recording light that bounces off these surfaces.
As such, photographing for realism means finding a way to describing surface, shape & contour of the
object photographed. Generally -under white light- what determines to look of a surface is its structure
and the way it absorbs and reflects light.
It is worth briefly looking at this schematically: when a photon hits a surface, one of two things can
happen, it can be absorbed, or it can bounce off.
Whereby the colour we perceive a surface to be is
determined by which wavelengths of light it absorbs,
and which it reflects. So a green leaf appears green
because it reflects more light from the green part of
the spectrum than from the other parts.
Us photographers distinguish between two types of
reflections. Direct reflections – the purest version of
which would just be a perfect mirror that reflects all
the light that hits it at the reverse angle of incidence,
like here. If this surface is a mirror, then the camera
on the left and the one on top, don’t receive any of the
light, while at the opposite end, there’s fully diffused

reflections, as for instance a sheet of matt white
paper might act, which scatters the light equally in
all directions, such that in this set up, it would appear
equally bright from all three angles.
Thus the first thing that characterizes a photographic
object is if and how it reflects light.
The second fundamental consideration in describing
a surface photographically is the question of how
to reveal the shape and contour of the object to be
photographed. This is done by choice of shape and
size of the light source, and its position. A universal,
omnidirectional illumination won’t yield much
information about the contours of an object, you
need directionality, and you need shadows to describe the object.
But directionality is relative, of course. You can
have a large light source, one which emits light
from a wide set of angles, like an overcast sky,
like the light that is shining on this pepper. We
call this a soft light. Or you can have what we call
a hard light, one that comes from only one small
area, like direct sunlight. This will describe the
curvatures of this pepper differently, and make
more of a feature of its shadow.

characteristics, we don’t want it to reflect the whole mess in our studios. So we tent it, we box it, or we
put it on what’s called a seamless, a curved backdrop.
To illustrate things further I engaged in some egg photography. For your benefit, with the question in
mind of what makes an egg photograph look egg-like.
Frontally lit, it is the two dimensional shape of an egg, and this being
a recognizable shape, maybe that is good enough, and a welcome
simplification and abstraction.
In commercial, mainstream photography of course, foremost in the
photographer’s mind is the question of what the object is supposed to
look like, how the client wants to see it, or how the client thinks the
consumer wants to see it, so the problem would be how to take an aspirational picture of an egg, one
that will induce someone to consume it, both the picture, and the egg.
This meta-goal can often be reduced to that of giving the viewer the maximum amount of information
about the objet at hand, to transport you, to create the strongest illusion possible that the image might be
the thing itself, that you could just pick that egg up.
So for this purpose, we have to go a bit further.

In terms of shooting small objects – like your
architectural models – you can easily gain full
control of the lighting, as long as you have a dark
room to work in. What marks any conventional
still life studio set-up is that the object to be
photographed is placed in a kind of Idealized
isolation, usually all white surroundings with as
few corners as possible. (The object is taken out of its relation with the world.)
In photography parlance we talk of the object “seeing”, as in, we look at everything that is reflected
in the object, especially directly, in any glossy surfaces, and with shiny things – as for instance with
cars, which I shot for years
for a living – we tend to light
their surroundings, rather than
the object itself, that is we use
indirect, reflected light sources,
which thend to be softer, larger,
and which can be graduated, that
is, softly fade from light do dark.
If we want to be able to focus
on a particular object’s surface

A hard, that is, a small light source
describes the contours of the egg, its
curvature, differently from a soft one.
Note the hard transition from light to
shade versus this gentle, graduated
wrapping around. Also note the change
in bounce light from the ground, on the underside of the egg.
“Eggshell” is an adjective, describing a certain level of sheen, a semiglossiness that is the result of a particular proportion of direct reflection to diffused reflection. So we
want to control that proportion. There are a couple of means of doing that, but one is changing the angle
of the light. This Backlight results in more pronounced glare, more direct reflections.
Additionally, a hard,
raking light helps
to throw this fine,
pockmarked texture
into relief, which
might otherwise go
unrecorded.
We can, of course,
go further, work
with coloured light,
atmospheric effects,
or this back light
that begins to reveal

All this is to say that of course, the image is decidedly not the egg, and thankfully we live in an era when
science and philosophy are clear on that. The image of the egg may be pretty good evidence that the egg
exists, but beyond that, we have to learn what it is we want from that image.
What the image can do is change the way we think about the egg, change the way it functions in the
world, and clarify or confuse the way we will, or want to, or don’t want to interact with the egg.
Finally, having started with scientific, with astronomical photography, I wanted to end on these images,
some of the most popular science images of our time.
They are taken by NASA’s Hubble Telescope, and what interests me about them is the carefully calibrated
hybrid function they fulfill.
NASA is candid about the fact that
these images are post-produced to
both, visualize scientific data, and to be
beautiful.

the fact that this egg contains two yolks. (Did you know you can buy a
carton of twelve double-yolk eggs in Manhattan?)
Braking the egg makes things more
explicit - in terms of the difference
between direct and diffuse reflections.
Now of course if I’m working for the egg
lobby, I’d say this light is too dull, to flat.
I could add a back light left, one right.

They are largely wildly false colour
images, or as NASA calls them,
“representative” rather than natural
colour images, that is, apart from the
fact that they are often of objects way
too faint to be discerned by the naked eye -even if we floated in orbit and looked through a telescope- they
are worked on mainly in two ways: by boosting contrast and by transposing the recorded electromagnetic
wavelength spectrum from invisible to visible.
Saturn here for instance is a pure infra red image, which had different wavelengths shifted into visible
spectrum colours.
And in this image, the blue-green haze indicates light
from hydrogen and oxygen surrounding the dark
columns. The columns display reddish highlights
identifying radiation emitted by sulfur atoms.

Or a front or top light – note how you can see the exact shape of light
source in direct reflections.
If I absolutely had to
sell this broken egg, I’d
probably photograph
it
something
like
this: Hard edge direct
reflection to make the surface read as glossy, smooth
graduation of light source to be kind and gentle
on the eye, then calibrate the cheeriness, slick and
atmospheric, not too cheery, but not too spooky, either.

But NASA has of course also need for a formidable
Public Relations operation, and PR, of course, always
centers on controlling images, figuratively and
literally, and I think it shrewd that these images –
some of the most widely circulated of all they produce
– are calibrated, fine-tuned to evoke a sense of the
sublime, so as to associate that sense of emotional
adventure captured by the classical romantic sublime,
to associate that with the awesome technical and
organizational apparatus that is NASA.
I think the Hubble images’ closest romantic cousins
are probably John Martin’s monumental disaster paintings from the mid 19th century.

Here one of his renderings of the Deluge.

This is his most famous one “The Day Of His Wrath”

And here’s “Pompeii”.

And this is and image of the Orion Nebula, as it was, about
1344 years ago, meaning, it’s 1344 light years from earth.

Lecture 2/6 – Photographic Abstraction

Wherein we explore the value of the unconventional gaze, and the uses of the camera to re-examine the
visible. An introduction to the early history of photography is interwoven with thoughts on abstraction,
and the term’s merits and layered meanings in the context of photography.
Hi Students, it’s a privilege to have you all back again, listening and looking.
This second lecture is about abstraction. I’ve tried to keep it as tangible as possible, but it still got kind of
abstract in parts. Don’t say I didn’t warn you. One ends up having a lot on one’s mind. Of the six lectures,
this is the one I’ve torn up and rewritten the most times.
I should mention that am indebted to one particular paper for making it – hopefully – re-cohere, “James and
Dewy on Abstraction”, by Rasmus Grønfeldt Winther, at UC Santa Cruz.
One thing about abstraction is that the closer you look at it, the harder to describe it becomes.
It turns out that abstraction is not a visible thing. This might sound odd because an increasing amount of
visible things get labeled as “abstract” these days.
But abstraction is a process, or more precisely, a protocol. Often a protocol deployed to make intangibles
visible, or the incomprehensible legible.
The subject is worth tunneling down on I think, for architects and photographers equally so. For my part,
as an artist and photographer, it appears a good deal more interesting to think about the photographic image
not in terms of what it is, but in terms of what it does. I mean by this that I have come to think of images
as operational, as functions – closer to the term “image” as used in mathematics – complex functions of
projection.
This makes the photograph merely an artifact of the operation that is photography, something that points
elsewhere, beyond itself to the past and to the future, for instance. Thought of in this way, photography - the
field of photography - is an abstraction, but a photograph is not.
I imagine this to be akin to the way you might choose to think of “architecture” as not referring to the
building at hand, but to the concepts that gave rise to it, and all the ways that your architectures affect the
lives of people, and of the city as a greater organism, etc... Looks to me like this amounts to identifying
architecture with its consequences - intended and otherwise - which may seem overwhelming at first, but
might turn out to be a fruitful way to gather your thoughts.
Ok patronizing etymology slide: It’s worth chewing on the word I bit off there – having titled today
“Photographic Abstraction” – it’s worth recalling that the roots of the word “abstract” comes from the Latin
abs-trahere, to pull or drag away, detach, to peel off, to remove, to divide.
Abstraction is a mental technology of simplification, of compression, singling-out and omission. It makes
things comparable, and produces abstractions, which are the outcomes of this process, and which are objects,
as in they do exist, but they are not things, in the sense of things that exist in a particular place and time.
There are instantiations of abstractions in places and times, like a cat, or a red thing, or a good meal, but
these individual instantiations are not abstract, they are embodiments of the concepts that are a cat, the color
red and goodness. Concepts help us to simulate situations. We need them as a means of control, and a means
to try and relate presciently (ˈpreSH(ē)ənt/ly ) to the messy real.

The image the great American pragmatist and empiricist William James uses is that if we are fish in a fish
tank, and we let the water represent the world of sensible facts, and let the air above it represent the world
of abstract ideas, … so he sais “we are like fishes swimming in the sea of sense, bounded above by the
superior element, but unable to breathe it pure and penetrate it … and every time we touch it, we are reflected
back in the water with our course re-determined and re-energized. The abstract ideas of which the air
consists, indispensable for life, but irrespirable by themselves, as it were, and only active in their re-directing
function.” He thus insists that for abstraction to remain useful, we have to continually and vigilantly remind
ourselves of the context in which we make use of it, the why of it, and its rootedness in concrete reality.
Visual artists above all, have worked hard over the last century or so to muddy these waters, by engaging in
abstraction for abstraction’s sake. There is, especially in the field of visual abstraction, a proliferation of (to
use Winther’s phrase from that helpful paper) pernicious reification of abstraction, of what William James
called “vicious abstractionism”. “A vicious abstractionism occurs every time a concept is superimposed on
the real, privatively - to use James’ preferred word - like a filter that expunges the rich detail of a phenomenon,
and reduces it to just another member of a category.
His example is “the murderer”, that is, our propensity to conflate the deed with the man, and then be blinded
to the person behind the concept.
But you can find any number of concepts or ideas that have morphed into abstractionisms. Take “money”
for instance…
I think much positivist, high modernist and contemporary art is the result of vicious abstractionisms, that
by untethering the concept from the world, a kind of experiential deficit is accrued, a vacuum that wants to
be filled with ever more abstract paintings or mimimalist sculptures or photographs of ourselves or units of
money.
Note that early abstract art worked in a different register. The work for instance of Wassily Kandinsky or
Hilma af Klimt stood in resistance to the stuffy, realism of the 19th century. Both of them were intent on
making the invisible visible. Their art was not self referential, but an attempt to connect with and give voice
to a higher order and meaning and bring it to bear on the world. It had, in the case of Af Klimt very explicitly,
a spiritualist bent. (As did, as we shall see in a bit, the earliest abstract, or non-representational photography).
While late modernist artists increasingly engage in abstraction
as an end in itself, the production of nonrepresentational
art objects that hinking of - and flogging - James’ fish tank
metaphor, we could see as attempts to pull one’s body out of its
material context, much like Baron Münchhausen, the famous
liar - seen here - when he pulled himself, and his horse, from
the muddy waters, by his own hair. A manic kind of infertility
springs from this type of practice.
In defense of Münchhausen, his stories amount to an antirationalist manifesto, and as such, purposefully argue for the
power of belief, of what nowadays, on these shores, would pass
as “positive thinking”, positive thinking against positivism, no
less.
OK, an example from photography: These are works that pass
as “abstract photography” in the art world. They were produced

by a small, briefly powerful and now obscure gaggle of
artists, the “Concrete Photographers”, the photographically
inclined wing of the concrete art movement. The concrete
artists were a bunch of mostly Swiss and German, mostly
humorless men who made work about shape and color,
about geometry and materiality, and who insisted that
what was normally called “abstract” art should be called
“concrete” instead. Their point was that they wanted to
put things into the world that were entirely new, severed
from any messy relation to the Real, new forms and
images, pulled and transubstantiated from the conceptual
ether. So they insist, in Aristotelian fashion, on creation
ex-nihilo, on men’s pure ideation made flesh, given life
through invention and the imposition of order.
(This is of course also a feminist issue, not so much in
the fact that there seems to have not been a single female
concrete photographer, but this 2000 year old idea of male ideogenesis, of
the male privilege to not only reproduce, in the messy mortal way women
do, but to produce immortal offspring by the power of pure mentality.)
What they really did though is to sequester the abstracting apparatus
that is the camera, and turn it in on itself. They turned the peeling
and dividing gesture of abstraction into a complete amputation, into a
program of difference emerging from identity. This produced this stream
of images that reveal, if anything, the clever inner workings of an artmaking machine, involving basic inputs; light, colour, shape, prismatic
refraction, blur and focus.
As appealing as they are in the way they make visible the abstracting
function baked into the camera, they stop short of harnessing its powerful and complex potential, that is, the
potential to change the subject-object relationship, to change what things mean to us, and what we mean in
relation to the world.
And accurately – if pedantically – calling it “concrete” rather than abstract does not I reckon quite suffice
to redeem its makers.
In summation, I’m pointing at the possibility of failure, the failure of abstraction to operate in knowledgeproducing, live-giving ways. Or coversely: the potential fertility of abstraction remains largely untapped by
what is billed, colloquially, as “abstract photography” or even “abstract art” that contends to define itself as
(using Wikipedia) “art unconcerned with the literal depiction of things from the visible world”.
So if we manage resist, unlike the Conrete Artists, the urge to float in our own orbit, we are blessed with a
saving grace that for us photographers and architects is that we are, by the nature of our practices, structurally
bound to keep grounding the abstracting work we do in the material world.
We remain tethered, by a kind of umbilical cord, to the contingent, and to the real. Every time we take
a picture, a two fold peeling, or pulling away happens – on the one hand, we split off a part of reality to
make something new with it, we filter it, isolate it, subtract it, compress it. On the other hand, by using an
apparatus that sees, we use an artificial eye, an eye we have peeled off ourselves, so to speak. What I mean
is, we abstract a part of ourselves, as well as a part of what’s around us, every time we take a picture, and

those two parts meet somewhere in the middle, between eye and world, in the photograph.
In the second part of the lecture I want to introduce you to some very early practitioners and inventors of
photography, and by experiencing the birth of the medium through their eyes, not only give you a cursory
perspective on the early history of photography, but hopefully also convey a sense of the radical break the
discovery appeared as.
The early photographers’ astonishment and surprise at their own work resulted in what could be described
as a kind of formalism, in the sense of the word before it became a dirty word, a formalism thus, denoting
a deep involvement with the materiality of photography. The medium seemed to kind of naturally ooze,
modernist abstraction from the start, before that really became a thing.
(I mean that the elements of style that denote, say, cubism or futurism, have photographic roots…)

infused with an ominous agency. (As in for instance the famous
Autobiography of a Schizophrenic Girl by Renée Sechehaye
(Seschehai) in which she describes the “illimitable vastness,
brilliant light, and the gloss and smoothness of material things”
as the first visual signifiers of the onset of her madness.)
This then, is photography at its most seamless, or the most
silent, least prepared to answer to questions as to how it may be
producing knowledge. I hope you can see what I mean by calling
it abstract in the most complex way. This kind of photography
messes
effectively
with our relation to the
world.

Beyond that, I’d also like you to get to a point where you can start thinking of the very concrete applications
of the medium which are most present in your lives – advertising, instagram, etc. – as embodying a second,
higher and more complex level of abstraction, a kind of relational abstraction made possible, rooted in
-and structurally inspired by- the primary abstraction that lies in the act of taking a picture. By “relational
abstraction” I mean the very concrete web of relationships that, though immaterial, can imbue us with a
sense of self, and of rootedness in place and time. In a way, the most fundamental abstraction from which
we build our image of the world, (and gaining in importance proportionally with our level of skepticism
concerning the question as to whether we have any direct access to the Real at all.)

Beaudrillard,
the
French cultural theorist,
would –in his usual,
cogent but hyperbolic
way- say that this photography of total visibility is photography
at its most evil, in its most transparent state. Louis Althusser, the
structuralist philosopher, would say it is photography at its most
ideologically charged.

So in the interest of complexity, (and in the interest of keeping the first half of this lecture in an entirely
negative, critical register) I’d like to contrast Concrete Photography
with where I left off last time, with some egg photography, and
with another look at the social use of photography, its main and
mainstream use in society.

In relating this back to my opening remarks, I think that if we
class the unending stream of self-consciousness that produces
non-representational art – like for instance Concrete Photography
– as artefacts of “vicious abstractionism”, and we diagnose it as
a benign tumor - because it does seem relatively harmless - then
with advertising photography, that is, the ism-ization of this higher,
relational form of abstraction, we are looking at malignant growth.

This is work shot by Irving Penn. Penn was a fashion and still life
photographer who literally ruled the second half of the 20th century,
in terms of the esthetics of commercial photography, particularly the
still life genre.
He developed a grammar for an idealized representation of the real.
He always keeps it simple, and readable. His work plays with our
familiarity with things, makes us feel in control while also casting
an aura of the strange, playing on the uncanny aspect of objects in
isolation, objects taken out of
their relation with the world, and
reintroduced as an apparition,
with a kind of otherworldly
presence. This is work for American Vogue.
What this work did brilliantly of course is sell stuff. I manages to harness
people’s utopian desires for a better life to make them buy stuff, by making
the stuff look both comforting in its simplicity and at the same time outof-this-world, as never seen before, shiny, mysterious and promising. It
operates, I think, via a destabilization of the viewer’s sense of distance and
closeness, and I relate it to the kind of hallucinations some schizophrenic
people report, visions of the real so crisp and luminous that objects appear

(When concepts, vital though they are in producing knowledge, become superimposed on the real, when we
buy that shiny stuff in an effort to buy into a simplified version of the good life, things get ugly, philosophically
as well as ecologically, psychologically, etc…)
So just one more contemporary example, before we go back in time. This is Chris Williams’s work, which
circulates exclusively as art. Williams plays with the
conventions of commercial photography and commodity
reification. His method often involves employing
photographers to shoot the work – such that he can act as
a client, as the commissioner of the image.
He describes his work as “using the silence”, as embracing
silence - a kind of mutism - as an ontological condition of
photography, this incompleteness, the well trodden fact
that a photograph shows you everything and tells you
nothing. Or, as Diane Arbus put it, “a picture is a secret
about a secret, the more it tells you, the less you know”.
Williams, then, makes sure he doesn’t break the toy in

the process of trying to figure out how it works.
He says he is influenced by Capitalist Realism,
referring to what was more of a moment, really,
than a movement in art history. “Capitalist
Realism” was the title of a seminal show that
Sigmar Polke, Gerhardt Richter and a couple of
others staged in the early 60ies in a butcher shop
in Düsseldorf. It was a German attempt to pull
pop art into more explicitly political territory.
And you can see Williams riffing on that, at
every turn.
He is a peculiar kind of joyful cynic, fascinated
by the dark and manipulative role photography
plays in our lives. I should add though, that I
think this super-function of photography, the way it can cast a utopian picture of the messy real has a bright
side, too. It can help with what Adorno (in conversation with Ernst Bloch) called “casting a picture”. What
he points to is the need to create imaginaries, to make potentialities imaginable. Photography can help us
look at the past a different way, re-cast it, so to speak. And via that, photography can help us imagine a more
hopeful future.
To give you an example from architecture: when LeCorbusier goes back to his Villa Schwob to photograph
it, and then meticulously retouches out the pergola (here on the right), and also sort of neutralizes the site,
zaps the terrain, he is not just being vain and stubborn and a good salesman, he is also trying to record what
it was he imagined, and altering the past to clear a path, his path to the future.

A helpful illustration is the work of William Henry Fox Talbot -this is him- one of the men credited with
inventing photography. Talbot is the inventor of a way of chemically fixing positive images, as well as the
guy who made the first photographic negative. This is it: his first negative ever – a view of the window from
inside Lacock Abbey.
This is a paper print from that negative. And more views taken of the Abbey by Talbot. (Some of the interiors
were Hogwarts locations for the Harry Potter movies.)
Fox Talbot’s first book was
called “Pencil of Nature,
the Art of Photogenic
Drawing”,
the
title
referring to the fact that
nature itself, so to speak,
is making the image, is
reproducing itself, and as
such, ascribing a kind of
agency to the machine.
Centrally, what the first photographers seized upon is the
opportunity the technology granted them, the chance to get
away from conventional ways of looking, from commonplace
experience. And ascribing agency to the machine, at the dawn of
modernity, was one of their favored strategies.
Finally, here was an automated way to de-author your art.
(Remember, if you can, also the attempts in western science to filter subjectivity from enquiry via various
strategies of automation that I described in last month’s lecture.)
I love this image: “Grove at Lacock Abbey, seen from the point
of view of a mouse” Along with his photograms, which are made
by putting objects directly onto photosensitive paper and exposing
it, Fox-Talbot started making little cameras. (It’s important to
remember that at this point, he had never seen a photograph other
than the ones he made himself.)
And you can see that what really struck him, is not that he could
try to emulate human vision, but something more like the opposite.
That photographic processes would let you see what would
otherwise be an unknown point of view, the previously invisible,
or something only the other sees.

Ok so let’s travel back in time.
Like I said, I think the value of looking at the beginning of Photo History lies in the fact that its discoverers
could still see the wood for the trees, that they were immediately able to see its abstract side, its flatness,
its inherent self-consciousness and reflexivity, the doubling and the splitting. These artists also right away
started to try and put their finger on photography’s most elusive and striking aspect, the de-authoring effect
it has, that splitting away from human agency it effectuates, by (human) design.

Fox Talbot made a bunch of these, using a little box cameras he
called mousetraps – he’d scatter these devices throughout his house, and then gather them up a few hours
later (the sensitized paper he used needed a lot of light to record an image).
It’s photography as – though undeniably rooted to the world - as able to let us experience our surroundings
as alien, as strange. And coincident with that, able to put us more firmly in our place, by letting us glimpse
those entirely unfamiliar perspectives on the familiar.

This is a quick digression to the present day:
Roger Newton is a New York artist, he thinks, like Talbot,
a lot about how, if it does, the camera might see, and what
it means to resist the normalization of that seeing. So he
makes his own lenses, at
times using diamonds or
other crystals, sometimes
–allegedly - dissecting
the eyes of cows or other
animals and using the
pupils as lenses.

Ok back in time again to Fox Talbot:
Photogenic drawings or what later was to be called
photograms - cameraless photographs – highlight
photography’s flattening function. And you can see how he was geeking out on objects that have these
filigree microstructures that would have been a nightmare to reproduce
before photography.
Another thing Fox Talbot started getting into is microphotography, the
photographing of microscopic scale objects. (here’s a few of his)
– If you do a Google Image search for “abstract photography”, you will
find that , two thirds, maybe three quarters of the search results are macroand microphotographs.
It is an exemplary
genre of what Walter
Benjamin called “the
optical unconscious”,
photography’s ability
to show us the visible
world as we’ve never
seen it.
OK we’re still back in time.
Anna Atkins published the first book of photographs ever –
an atlas of seaweed – a perfect subject for photograms due
to its varied translucency and the way it dutifully flops onto the photographic emulsion. She was a friend of
Fox Talbot’s and he taught her his tricks – “Photographs Of British Algea” came out in 1843, a year before
Fox Talbot’s “Pencil Of Nature”, and did a lot to endear the public to the new technology. People were seeing
thing they knew, but in ways, with an amount of detail and a strangeness – clearly indexical to nature, but
also decidedly alien - as they’d never thought they’d see them.

Again, this is what immediately captivated people about
photographic processes: Not that they enabled them to record
things they saw, but to record things - or qualities of things - as
they had never seen them before. Aspects of the world that they
knew to be real, but that had been hidden, invisible. So again, not
the emulation of human vision, but a shift in vision, sideways, or
deeper, a changed perspective was the immediately apparent gift
of photography.
There was much astonishment, for instance, with the fact that
photosensitive materials could be made that were sensitive to
electromagnetic radiation just outside the visible spectrum, to UV
and infra red.

This gets me to Willhelm Röntgen. Mr. Röntgen discovered x-ray
spectrum radiation, as well as a means to produce and record
them, and introduced the invention to the scientific community
in 1895. A year later these inexpensive x-ray machines where
publicly available, and x-rays became the epitome of cool.
This is the first x-ray Röntgen
published, it is of his wife’s hand.
And these are widely circulated
x-rays from a few years later,
of the Russian Czar Nikolaus’
hand, and that of his wife’s.
And this is an x-ray of x-ray
tubes.
Again, as with the early quasiscientific photograms of Abott
and Fox Talbot, there is this
push-pull between fidelity to and
distance from observed reality
that makes one marvel at the
simultaneous naturalism and
strangeness of the results.
Oh, digression: Here is a series
of photograms by Sigmar Polke,
the guy from the capitalist realist
show, these are from around
1990. He exposes photo paper
using lumps of uranium. I love
these.

“Anger” 23 June, 1896.
Inscribed: “Plate placed for 10 minutes above the forehead
of a very angry person.“
“The Volcano.” 13
May, 1902. Inscribed:
“Volcano. Film placed
on table in spiritualist
séance. The drawing is
done in gold. Before the
séance, turning toward
the
West,
toward
Martinique, I had said:
This evening 13 may
at 9:00 P.M. I beg one of the spirits who died at St. Pierre to come and
appear. May my wireless dispatch reach Martinique. After the séance, I
said to all present: I had called up a spirit from Martinique, no medium
saw it but it made the present drawing.”
Speaking of pictures of the invisible, the next example was also serious science at the time. Louis Darget
& Hippolyte Baraduc’s thought photography. These are photographs of the fluidic invisible, made in the
1890ies. This was perfectly rational scientific enquiry, carried out at the Salpêtrière in Paris, the foremost
mental hospital in France. The borders between psychological research and esoteric procedures like séances,
telepathy and so forth, were not fixed in the 2nd half of the 19th century. (The unconscious was only about
to be discovered or invented, and could fairly still be thought to be some other invisible force.) To me, it’s
reassuring to find science and art, again, as such good bedfellows, while of course looking at this now,
looking back after the divorce, this appears a surrealist process. So the technique involved putting the
unexposed photographic plate in an envelope, and then placing it on the skin of the subjects who’s thoughts
were to be recorded, on his or her forehead, preferably, it appears.
“The 1st Bottle” Photo of Thoughts. 27 May, 1896.
Thought Photograph: Inscribed: “Photo… of thought. Head obtained by
Mr. Henning, having a plate wrapped in black paper on his forehead
while he played the piano. Opposite him on the piano was a portrait of
Beethoven. Could this be that [same] portrait reflected by the brain onto
the plate through the black paper.”
“Photograph
of a Dream:
The Eagle.”
25
June,
1896.
Inscribed:
“Obtained
by placing a
photographic plate above the forehead of Mme
Darget while she was asleep.”

All these have a fair claim, I think, to being the first batch of abstract photographs ever.
Baraduc went on to make a career out of these speculative techniques, his book “The Human Soul” is kind
of great, and a classic of esoteric literature, still in print today.
The idea that it might be instructive and enlightening to see how
someone interprets random swirls and blotches was revived with
this, the Rorschach test.
The Rorschach test is a pure psychological projection test,
which in turn, has its more immediate esthetic roots in the prephotographic -but also indexical- method of
Klecksography, popularized about a hundred years ante by the
German poet Justinus Kerner (the German “Klecks” translates
to “splotch” or “stain” in English, thus we are looking at the
splotchographic process here).
This process is more
aware than Rorschach
of the fact stated in my
last lecture, the fact that
the experiment often
tells you more about its
designer than its subject.
You would splash some ink on a page, fold it while it’s still wet, and
this would give ghosts or spirits that were hovering intangibly in
the room a chance to express themselves. So this again is a kind of
proto-surrealist technique, and Kerner used it both playfully and in
all seriousness.

light at them, and records the results, generative
transpositions, very much playfully in bed with
Russian constructivism. I think of his work as
relevant to yours at this school in a very direct way.
You ought to be looking at your models much like
he tried to look at his light space modulators.

But the main reason to show this here is that I’d like to assert that any photograph that is worth looking at on
some level functions like a Rorschach Test, and that this fact, the fact that we always have to think ourselves
into the picture for new meaning to emerge, can easily fall by the wayside.
What mechanical, semi-random operations (be they folding paper in half, or releasing a camera shutter)
allow us to do, in the act of looking at the results, is discover what we are thinking, or in the reciprocal
concept of Klecksography – to be open to what the spirits are trying to tell us.

In order to further root what I speak on in your
architecturally biased minds, let me try and
integrate some architecture you’ve been looking at
in this lecture. This is Miese’s Barcelona Pavillion,
which in my mind is easy to think of as a light space
modulator, in Maholy Nagy’s sense. You can look
at any building under that aspect, but especially a
sober folly like this modernist pavilion, whose reason to exist
is principally to think about how to modulate space and its
use, and materials and what they can do.

This I think gets close to the principal positive value of abstraction itself. And the advantage of delegating
the process, at least in part, to technology, to selfless machines, lies in making it more fluid, more playful. It
helps to exclude the dampening effects on the human mind of inhibitive reason, of premature judgments and
censorship and ultimately, to expand the narrow perspectives from which we tend to derive our sense of self.
In beholding the resulting images, of course, when our minds re-enter the equation, this advantage is easily
squandered, or inverted.
Finally though, the work of two artists that actually called themselves
artists, in the early 20th century. First off Lazlo Moholy-Nagy. He
was an artist with a deep interest in technology, and a professor at
the Bauhaus, and a fervent advocate for the integration of modern
industry and technology
into the arts. He propagated
a shift away from what
he called “reproductive
photography”
towards
“productive photography”
and more esoterically,
something
he
called
“New Vision” a kind of
art appropriate for the
times, the new Einsteinian
conception of the cosmos, the ideal artistic medium of which he
reckoned to be photography. To photography, he attributed a kind
of purity, he associated a kind of ethereal dematerialization with
it.
He made what he called “Light space modulators”, often involving curved acrylic shapes, sculptures in their
own right, some
of them kinetic,
which
he
also
employed to make
these photograms.
Interestingly
–
especially with a
view to architecture–
he subjects his light
space
modulators
to photography to
discover what it is
they do. He projects

intricately modulating light and its paths.

The Barcelona Pavillion plays with how inside and outside
connect and differ, and employs light in interesting ways to
describe those relationships – look at those dark but glossy
walls that funnel the light in, and reflect it onto that bright
white ceiling that then diffuses it throughout the interior.
The Glass is differently tinted, some of it translucent, again

This is a photograph taken in the pavilion by Jeff Wall, who thought about the building in connection
with Dan Graham’s work, and the rematerialization of art after conceptual
art, and the notion of popular
architecture as ready-made, which
again ties into surrealism and pop art
and capitalist realism, and the artistic
critique that springs from both, the
analysis and construction of social
space. (You see he is photographing a
window cleaner at the pavilion, whose
actions change the transparency of that
glass divide, ever so slightly… there’s a
whole other lecture there…)
Finally, I wanted to finish this lecture with this guy: Alvin Langdon Coburn, who is close to my heart.
He undertook a journey a lot of thoughtful photographers still trace, during the course of their working lives,
a trajectory that starts at working from positivist, received ideas about photography to a deeper and more
troubled engagement with - and understanding of - the medium. He is credited, in the photo-historic canon,
with making the first abstract (people called them “non-objective” at the time) photographs, and mapping
out the transition from photography as a new creative medium, which initially sought to assert itself by
competing with painting, to a photography carving out its own space as a medium, the central medium of
modernity.

So Coburn startes out gaining recognition as a pictorialist (they were a transatlantic cartel of turn-of-thecentury makers of painterly photographs),
but he was always interested in the
machine age. He makes these industrial
landscape photographs in the style of the
other pictorialists’ bucolic idylls.
He has a bunch of very intense friends
that he starts to also photograph, in everweirder ways. Among these friends was
Ezra Pound (seen here), who introduces him
to Vorticism,
the
shortlived English
answer
to
Futurism and
the machine
age. He tunes
in and drops out, so to speak, and starts
distorting things very deliberately, and
making what he calls “Vortographs”,
using a kaleidoscopic device he built, the
Vortoscope.
Late in his life - he died in the 1960ies he comes around to photography, having
abandoned it for decades, and publishes a
number of works that hover somewhere inbetween, in a more simply ambiguous space.
They are kind of geriatric visions, humbly
lucid and poignant. This one is called
“Reflections”, this one “Tree Interior”.
OK. in summation:
All this is to say that
the colloquial (and
possibly
specifically
new-world) use of
the word “abstract”,
which usually is taken
to just mean nonrepresentational, and designates a play with material, or
formalist arrangements of colors, shades and shapes, is
misleading. What calling a photograph “abstract” seems
to usefully point to is that you are looking at a photograph
that reveals something about the act of photography itself,
about how abstract things really always become in the process of imaging. And what is called a “straight
photograph”, - we might call it an “objective” photograph - one that seemingly represents things as they are,
embodies the most levels, the highest complexity of abstraction. Abstraction is, more often than not, hidden
in plain sight.

Or to reiterate that in reverse, the seamlessness of the functioning of the camera a “straight” photograph
presupposes, that seeming transparency of process, that ideological program, is what many colloquially
called “abstract” photographs are trying to make visible.
Perhaps it is merely a way of slowing down the read, of forcing you to think about what you are looking
at. Perhaps this making visible, this concretization of abstraction makes you able to see what it is you are
thinking and maybe it also enables you to see what the things you make are thinking, if we allow ourselves
to speak anthropomorphically (as the Klecksographer does) of your subjects of inquiry. It is a way, or half a
way at least, out of the silence of the photograph.
Thank you.

Lecture 3/6 - Photography About Photography

Whereby students are introduced to a broad spectrum of current art practices involving photography in
the expanded field, and contemplate the disparate notions of both, the artists’ and the viewers’ agency
these practices imply.
Thank you for being here.
Today’s will be a shortish lecture in which I’ll introduce you to the work of a handful of artists who work
with and think about photography, those artists that concern themselves with the specificity of the medium.
By “specificity” I mean not only the material specifics, I mean specific in a more expansive sense, including
all of photography’s peculiar problems and abilities, its sore spots and blind spots as well as what it tackles
with ease, whereby of course –upon closer examination– these may be the same thing, I mean, for instance,
photography’s biggest blind spots arise exactly from what we might term an “ideology of ease” that is baked
into the apparatus.
I’ve titled today’s talk “Photography about Photography” because I’d like to highlight that aspect of the
art that is self-reflexive, aware of its own limitations and its peculiar potentials. That photographic art
then, which tends to look for strategies to self-analyze, to reveal its foundational social codes or technical
mechanisms. For about half the artists we will look at involves a practice of self-undermining, via tactics of
subversion, interruption or attrition. It expresses hesitation and looks for ways of stopping proceedings, or
of at least slowing things down. For the other half, the creative process seems to involve an acceleration of
and immersion in the medium, a close embracing of it, be it loving or sardonic.
Or to put it another way for your young designer minds: Some choose additive artistic and conceptual
methods, while others find subtractive ones.
While I hope a rich illustration of these few basic thoughts, todays will be a cursory glance at the practices
of a few artists, and as such, by no means will I do them justice. If anything, I’m here to do them a little
injustice or two. I should add - with I hope as little arrogance as possible - that I don’t like all the art I’ll be
showing you, I don’t even think it’s all good art. But it’s not necessary to like something to be informed by
it, and I find that it is often more productive to talk about bad art, than good.
The aim is to get a handle on contemporary photographic practice, and to give you a possible map of an
“expanded field” of photography, in the hope of exploring the notion of the photographic to its outer limits
(and I think if you follow my train of thought, you may agree that towards one side of the outer limits of
what can be thought of as photographic, it is an immediate neighbour of the architectural, or on occasion,
an actual cohabitant.)
So to broaden your sense for what you can do with photography, and what it can do for you, to this end,
I’d like to first introduce two dualisms, two simplifying dichotomies, into which I’d like to squeeze today’s
artists or rather, their modes of art-making in an attempt to structure the dialogue that goes on among them,
and that goes on between each of them and photography.
Now as Jenna, my smarter-than-me research assistant has pointed out, the primary distinction I used last
year was borrowed from cybernetic theory, and as such, even if deployed critically, bore the hallmarks of the
kind of algorhythmic reductionism, by which we are already sufficiently besieged.
Heeding her advice then, I have chosen to employ a more sympathetic model of differentiation, that is, the
structure of play and playing, in particular, I’d like to use the French philosopher and sociologist Roger

Caillois’ thoughts on it. Caillois proposes to categorize forms of play by locating them on a spectrum ranging
from ludus, structured activities with explicit rules - games - to paidia, unstructured and spontaneous
activities - playfulness.

Ok so the first two groups I will divide today’s gaggle of artists into is the kids that want to get on with the
game, and those that want to argue about the rules of the game, both of which are forms of play.

Caillois notes that in human affairs the tendency is always to turn paidia into ludus, while conversely,
established rules are also perpetually under threat of erosion by paidia. He contends that it is this cycle of and this sustained tension between - rule-forming and the questioning of existing rules that accounts for the
instability of cultures (Caillois, 1958). Underlying these two forms of play are two different and conflicting
notions of freedom, on the one hand we observe a human drive, a rule-breaking pitch towards freedom
that pushes one way, from ludus towards paidia, and conversely a fear of anarchic creativity and unfettered
power pulls back the other way.

And then I’d like to subdivide each of those groups (and this is the secondary dichotomy), subdivide them
into optimists and pessimists, into foxes and hedgehogs. A fox has a more optimistic strategy, it’s outgoing
and ferrets out problems, it’s predatory. A hedgehog is more of a pessimist, it is spiky and sceptical, and it
tends -if threatened- to coil up in a ball and refuse to budge, in a kind of self-reflexive, fetal position. (The
American equivalent, in terms of fauna, would I guess be coyotes and porcupines.) And again, I’m not
advocating either attitude as superior, but possibly, on American soil, the porcupines need a little more help
than the coyotes.

That is, a need for a different kid of freedom, the freedom from fear, freedom from uncertainty and
arbitrariness, continually pulls you away from open-ended towards rules-based play, towards the pleasures
of gaming and bureaucracy and the simplification of life. (Graeber, 2015)

Ok with those two polarities in mind, let’s first have a look at the crowd that is happy to work and refine their
practice within a given structure. In terms of photography, I take this to mean those artists that are happy to
use the camera as intended by the manufacturer: This group of course is vastly bigger than the crowd that
wants to redesign the tool, or break the toy to see how it works. Beyond the realm of professionally produced
images, there’s about a billion, that’s a thousand million images uploaded to the internet each day, and the
overwhelming majority of them are images that don’t question the function of the camera.

If you observe a bunch of kids in a yard, playing a game, you will notice that they spend only about half
their time actually playing the game, and they spend the other 50% of the afternoon arguing about the rules,
if and how they should be changed or abandoned. [cite] (So kids slide quite fluidly along this axis between
playing by the rules, and freeing themselves from the same, in a kind of cyclical creative process, while us
grown-ups display a tendency to get stuck in one place.)
(So this is Caillois’ table
laying out the dynamic
on the vertical axis. He
also groups forms of
play into four categories.
I’ll not go deeper into it
here -but didn’t want to
keep it from you eitherother than to note that of
course a playful activity
can fall into more than
one category at the same
time. It’s also worth
noting that Caillois
associates games, or the
rule sets associated with
ludus as vessels that
allow for an increase in
complexity. I’m not sure if that holds true as a rule, but it does seem to bear out with a view to photography.
Artists that don’t mess with the program are rewarded with a richness of form.)
So the making of Art (or for that matter, I might fairly say any creative endeavor, including yours) springs
from an urge to play with, engage with and investigate social relationships and social norms and codes.
And I don’t mean us creative types have to break rules, I mean to say that we can proceed via the deliberate
application of sets of rules as well as via proposals to abandon or change rules, but I do think it essential to
have a keen awareness of the parameters we are working and playing within or without.
It’s finally worth noting that a lot of artists will classically trace an arc throughout their careers that takes
them from being rule breakers to rule makers, from subversives to gate keepers.

Just google “art photography”, or go to a photography specific gallery in town, and almost all you will
see is work made by people who intuit that questioning the tool would defeat the purpose of their creative
endeavor, that there’s a kind of magic that would be destroyed.
The way most professional and artsy photographers try to make their work stand out is by designing icons,
giving the work this look of solemnity, or the look of the romantic sublime, or by making things look
sleek, balanced, classically composed and using a reduced colour pallet. We also seem to get a lot of quasisurrealist photomontage, (a girl on a swing in the sky above the city, a lone guy wandering across the keys
of a piano – what John Miller, an artist friend, calls “soft surrealism”, a genre that penetrates deep into the
upper echelons of the art world, mostly via people from the Vancouver school of photography like Jeff Wall,
Stan Douglas, also Gregory Crewdson).
Ok so I’m still googling. Try “art using photography” and the results get a bit more interesting. But it’s only
when I search the terms “contemporary photography” that I start to see images towards the top of the results
that I recognize and like. – Sally Mann, Ed Burtinsky, …. (Though of course, Google will feed me results
based on what they think I will pay attention to, based on my past behavior.)
But regardless, all of what I see, be it heavily post produced or not at all, So this whole flood of images,
speaks to the ease of the process, both the ease of making images using a high degree of automation, and
the creators’ being-at-ease with the standardized procedure of photography, with using the toy as intended.
I think it also speaks to an addictive aspect of photography, to photography as a habit that is hard to kick, a
bit like gambling, the probabilistic play within strict and shared parameters, given by the camera.
So let’s look at three gamblers that make Art with a capital A, that is, whose work circulates at full velocity
on the art market:
This is the work of Wolfgang Tillmans. I’d call him a fox, he’s someone always on the prowl, and he really
doesn’t question the camera, and assumes the process of photographing to be transparent, that is, he remains
stubbornly optimistic about its use.
He controls the input side as best he can, by trying to live a life worth living. (An examined life, and one
aware of its own esthetics, in the broadest sense, I mean esthetics reaching towards ethics. And then he

points the camera at what’s around him. So if the playground was a poker
table, he’s the guy who wants to play a straight game, but makes sure he
sits down to play with people he all likes, and he makes sure there’s a
good bottle to go around, so we can all feel at home.)
The pictures are
warm and related, …
and sort of utopian.
His method of display
in the gallery is very
thought out, it looks
organic and casual,
these
rhizomatic
salon hangings, in
which he will occasionally repeat an image at a different scale, allowing
for a near infinity of relationships between pictures. They are deeply thought through and painstakingly
worked out however – the same when he works in book format, or publishes in magazines. (I remember
him coming by the bookstore I worked in in the 90ies in
London, wanting us to carry his postcards, and then being
very specific about where they should sit in the display.)
He will recreate a given exhibition space one-to-one scale
in his studio, and rehearse the install, tweak it, refine it.
He also does this
work, more concerned
with materiality and
process, but it seems
more of an afterthought
with Tillmanns, done
for good tone, if also
beautiful. His real strength I think lies in his quasi-documentary
work.

Christopher Williams, whom you already met in my last lecture,
is my next gambler. I think he merits another look under this
aspect. I’d say he is the hedgehog kind of gambler, spikey and
kind of quiet. He’ll
play with perfect
strangers, but is
suspicious of the
way the game is
played, and always
aware that he might
be the one getting
played. He looks
closely at how
images
circulate,
what kind of life

they have, and what kind of life they would like us to have,
how they may be manipulating us.
A central method of his is the modernist reveal of the means of
production, either done by simply widening the crop to include
these colour and grey value calibration strips, or more brutally,
by just literally cutting up equipment to reveal –neatly- its
inner workings. But again, I don’t think he really believes in
the emancipatory potential of the gesture. He seems to do it
more to illustrate that there is no escape. And therein, maybe,
he seems to say, in the
humorous recognition
of our own impotence,
grows the seed of
rebellion. This is the
kind of coiled up reflexivity we observe in a hedgehog. As I mentioned
last lecture, he calls his own work a nod to “Capitalist Realism”, that
short-lived moment in German Art mirroring American Pop and based
on a rejection of abstract, metaphorical forms of expression.
So Williams takes a parodic stance, a defiant one, but also I think a
resigned position in the face of capitalist spectacle. This is a sort of
melancholy meditation on the anti-relational, on the way the camera
gets between us, and images can misdirect our desires.
Josephine Pryde,
has more fun than
him in exploring the ironic recesses of the western soul,
and messing with the conventions of photography. In
that, (just to keep flogging my metaphor) she is maybe
a fox in hedgehog’s clothing. Around the poker table,
she’s the one who talks so much it throws the others off
their game, and shifts the context of the evening, away
from the game, without abandoning the game in all its
insufficiency.
This is called “Relax Blue 2”, 2004
On the face of it, Pryde investigates the condition of
the artist. Throughout
though, she maintains
that ironic attitude that
undermines her own
sincerity, so you can
never be sure if a pose is
just a pose.
These are from her
show called “Miss
Austen Still Enjoys
Photography”

This work is called “Nobody Ever Said It Was Going to Be
Easy”, 2008
Often, Pryde circles around issues of “reproduction”, as
in the pun, the ambiguities between image and biological
reproduction. The political value of images, as well as the
potential impact of new imaging
processes on debates around
subjecthood and women’s
rights.
This show was called “Embryos
and Estate Agents: L’Art de
Vivre,” 2011
For this, three teenage girls who
were asked by Pryde to pose for
the camera as if they thought
they might be pregnant.
The other series (called “It’s
Not My Body”), features
photography of desert landscapes collaged with low resolution MRI scans of
a human fetus. She is commenting on the fact that what is made visible within
contemporary culture is a matter of framing, and that the act of framing
amounts to the creation of property relations.
Central to her work are also these
deadpan references to the problem of
circulation. Like here, when she locks
the work to these brackets meant for
bicycles. Or here in her recent Chelsea
show, where a freight train with her
name graffitied on it literally circulates through the gallery.
So the second group
of artists I will get to
now is the crowd that wants to abandon, subvert or change
the rules. They are the anarchists kids that stop the game
to argue; they question the legitimacy of the laws and ask
questions as to the underlying principles.
This group of artists tends to be suspicious of the selfpropelling, seemingly self-evident qualities of photography,
and they question the value of the spectacular flood of images
it produces. They feel manipulated, or they just feel unable
to engage with photography in that way any more. But they are still in thrall to photography, still married
to it and working hard on the relationship. Like I said, they are in a dwindling minority, but they persist
in trying to wrangle photography into its wider field, to push photography’s envelope, and for this they are
worth looking at more closely.

Within this group, the hedgehogs in my mind are the ones that fight a kind of war of attrition against
photography, they stomp on the toy and then pick up the broken pieces to inspect them, while the foxes
follow the idea that the work is incomplete somehow, that just using a camera -as is- doesn’t do what they
want it to do. They try to intervene in the photographic process, interrupt it or bend it to their will, extract
aspects of it they have an affinity to. Often, they attempt to recuperate those aspects, isolate them somehow.
So right, first, I want to look at some hedgehog attritionists. This is the work
of Luke Evans & Joshua Lake. They billed it as a way to make themselves
into “human cameras”. They literally each just swallowed some film and shat
it out again, and then put the results under a microscope.
Not a bad way to illustrate human/machine
incompatibility, and quite a poetic way to
speak about how we have all –to a greater
or lesser extent– learnt to live by the code
of photographic visibility.
Marco Breuer, maybe the angriest of
the warring hedgehogs, is working out
of New York. He is also deliberately
mishandling the process. He does away
with the camera altogether and goes straight to town on light sensitive
materials, scarring film
and chromogenic paper,
making these abrasions
and gouges.
By
subjecting
photographic
materials
to a variety of physical
interventions -exposure
to heat, shots, scratching,
folding as well as to
light- Breuer hopes to
subvert the timelessness
we associate with the
photographic image, by
focusing on time’s ravaging effects on the photograph itself.
Nothing escapes infinity’s embrace.
As in the digested pieces of film, you can see that a kind
of formalism is the result here, in every sense of the word,
resulting from a direct and stubborn engagement with the
material at hand.
As is often the case with rule-breaking artists, Breuer displays a desire to make fresh rules up, the need
to have something new to hold onto, in his case, geometry and the almost ritualistic repetition of gestures,
hence these grids resulting from regular folding actions, the circles, all that. I see these as attempts to cast
out the spell of photography, to do something –anything- to rid us of the impossibility to forget.

I do wonder though, if this attitude
is a result of a faulty analysis of the
problems posed by photography,
a kind of deliberate, stubborn
misreading of the signs, or to use
William James from last month’s
lecture: I wonder if this kind of
folding back of the medium onto
itself represents an abstractionism
that is as mute and infertile as blind
obedience to the given. Seems to me
that Breuer just takes the primary
photographic trauma, that dying
thing that happens when you yank
something out of the flow of time, and the dissociative split that accompanies it, and he just follows an urge
to re-perform that trauma over and over.
That sense of powerless melancholy is also present in the work of this guy, Seung-Hwan Oh. He infects, or
infuses the emulsion with fungi. Photo emulsion is dry gelatin,
and can, if wetted, be used much like agar gelatin in a petri dish,
to grow microorganisms.
The sense of loss and mourning, which is an aspect of photography
that any snapshot, over time, is capable of conveying, is heightened
here, extracted, and made the main subject.
Maybe this work by Matthew Buckingham does it better, or more
eloquently: “Image of Absalon to Be Projected Until it Vanishes”.
His description reads: “A single 35mm slide depicting an equestrian
portrait sculpture of Absalon is projected in the exhibition space.
The heat from the projector lamp slowly “burns” the slide’s photoemulsion, causing a protracted, almost cinematic, dissolve or
‘fade-to-white’.” A fade to white, in Hollywood tradition, stands for death. Maybe this work, thanks to its
finite durational aspect, offers some relief from that endless loop of formalist mourning Breuer and Oh seem
to be caught in. More of a finite ritual this, a kind of funeral.
This brings me to the
foxes within quarrelsome
crowd, the optimists.
The second, and no
less important reason
to want to question the
photographic rule set is
nearly the opposite of the
first, of suspicion: It’s a
kind of clear sighted, often tragic love for the medium,
and a desire to be closer to the it, to investigate it through
proximity, through various forms of sympathetic magic.
These artists often find strategies to work against the distancing function that is baked into the photographic
process, that is built into the apparatus, they feel pushed away and want to recuperate what they love, those

aspects of photographic code they value.
Rather than just working with photography, their practices involve a kind of inhabiting of photography, an
opening of the camera and diving into it. As a result, this group is the one that tends towards the sculptural,
and most obviously towards the architectural.
Walead Beshty is the first of those foxes, not the most original artist maybe,
but that may just be his point, and it makes him a crisp example of someone
who is wanting to pick out certain aspects of the photographic complex he is
interested in.
With Beshty, it’s the idea of tracing, of indexicality, and of the work making
itself, the work registering and remembering things on its own, so to speak,
and of being able to trigger that process as an artist, and then harvest the
results.
“Travel Pictures” is the series that fist brought him to wider attention. These
are large-format photographs, documents of an abandoned Iraqi diplomatic
office located in former East Berlin just after the fall of the wall. Before
photographing the site, Beshty’s unexposed film was damaged by airport
security X-ray machines. Having discovered this, he proceeded to use the
film and pass it through the scanners once again on his return journey. This
generated images with “large washes of color superimposed over them” of a
site, as he puts it, “denatured of its sovereignty and exposed to the elements”. So he realized, to his credit,
that he’d stumbled on a handy meta-narrative, that the works could say something lucid about scars, or
exposure, to light, and to machines, to political machinations, greater powers, the imposition of rules and/
or their arbitrary changing.
His next series are “The Transparencies”.
These are made using only airport security x-ray
exposure, and he is hoping they still say something about
that very specific form of public space saturated with
techniques of surveillance, monitoring, and scanning,
and an in-between space situated in the intervals between
sovereign states and their relatively unambiguous
juridical frameworks.
To me they just look pretty, and rigorous –formallyabout photographic contingencies. He exhibits these in
a gallery with a glass-mirrored floor, the visitors crack
the floor as they walk on it, leaving, again, this indexical
trace of their presence. He carries this idea over to the
“FedEx works”, which are made of either laminated
glass (clear or two-way mirror) or raw polished copper
constructed to the size of standardized FedEx shipping boxes. The works are then shipped to their destination
by FedEx’s Express service. The glass works are shipped inside FedEx shipping boxes of the same size,
which act as part of the work and a supports for the glass portion when exhibited. The glass works are
shipped unprotected, so that more cracks appear with each successive shipment. The polished copper works
are shipped without a standard FedEx box, so that any handling by the courier imprints onto the surface of
the work by oxidation. The FedEx waybills, customs documentation, and any shipping stickers added to the

box are considered part of the work.
You can see the cogs of Beshty’s mind working, right? These are
still photographs, in the expanded sense, in the sense that they index
their own history, and do this automatically. In the process, Beshty
internalizes the photographic process, or to put it another way, he
has found an artistic process that is conceptually equivalent to the
camera, passive, waiting for a button to be pushed, which will let
some light in.
This is Zoe Leonard. Like Beshty, she was first a nearly straight
photographer. This is the work that first put her on the art world map.
“Analogue”, a series about loss and the gentrification of downtown
Manhattan.
She states that after being successful with this project, she became
“frustrated by many of the conversations I was encountering around
contemporary photography.” That she “wanted a more expansive way to think about the medium”, and found
herself asking, “what photography is, what its limits are, what defines it.”
Purely as an experiment, just as a way to get going, she made her studio into a camera obscura. That is, the
very earliest iteration of a camera, pre photography, you young architects ought to be familiar with the idea:
just a darkened room, with an aperture in one wall, through which the world outside is projected, faintly and
upside-down, onto the opposite wall. “Suddenly”, Leonard says she “was fascinated all over again by the
process of sight, by what simple mediation does to our perception. … the camera obscura offers a state of
looking, an experience that is not fixed.”
Leonard takes up this principle in order to investigate vision as not only an optical process but also a social
experience; she places us directly inside the camera, engaging us within the apparatus itself.
This is a camera obscura she built
at the old Whitney, this at the
Palazzo Grassi in Venice.
This at the Chinati Foundation,
Marfa, Texas. “They have to do
with wanting to be in the present
moment, with an excitement about
the possibility of a photography
that is not premised in the past.”
Leonard says of these. So these
camera obscuras of hers, are an
explicit effort to retain what she likes about photography, the experiential, the social aspect of mediation,
but throw away the nostalgic aspect that marked her early career, the melancholy splitting-off from the real,
and the resultant memory of death that the hedgehogs we’ve seen –Breuer, Oh and Buckingham- are trying
to process.
Ok two more artists: Liz Deschenes is similarly concerned with extracting aspects of photography, with how
she might be able to harness its potential, while avoiding its pitfalls, avoiding the easy assumptions it seems
to come with.

This is called “Green Screens”. The green screen is the current
version of a standard special effects device in movies and
television: an actor (or TV weatherman) is filmed in front of
this monochromatic field that is later replaced with footage
showing the surrounding scene. Thus this is the ultimate
surface for projection, and a metaphor for the uncaptioned
image, the image without context, with all the potential for
contextualization still intact and untapped. This ties into this
idea from my last lecture, the notion that any photograph has
Rorschach Test aspect.
In that same vein, Deschenes has developed a technique of using
silver toner to fix plates exposed to moonlight. The resulting
surfaces of her works offer a foggy, mirrored cast, reflecting the
viewers who encounter them as well as the spatial context of their
display, and since her chosen materials are prone to oxidation, they
“develop” slowly over time.
She uses these, for instance
here, in her installation “Tilt
Shift Swing”, which she
based on Herbert Bayer’s
diagram of 360° field of
vision from 1935. Bayer
wanted this ring, formed by empty rectangular surfaces, to allow an
“inclusive picture of all [viewpoint] possibilities.” In the center of the
ring, the eye’s liberated lens floats freely above the body.
Much of Deschenes’ work is Art- and Design-history referential in
this way, (still an effective tactic to making it in the art world). She
also makes these moiré patterns, the interference patterns produced
by overlaying regular patterns. This also, this way of
producing surprising secondary patterns by overlaying two
or more primary ones, with its tantalizing metaphorical
connotations, has a long history in modern art. It relates,
I’d add, to the design axiom of “informed simplicity”, the
notion that there is value in making simple, intersecting
moves that produce complex results.
And lastly, these anthropomorphic-size panels are
titled “Blue Wool Scale”, referring to a fabric and dye
industry standard used to gauge the light-fastness of inks.
Deschenes’s panels
will register the
bleaching effect of natural light over an extended period. Worth
thinking back here, maybe, to Matt Buckingham’s self-bleaching slide
projection, and to recognize in these works of Deschenes’ a more site
specific and tighter iteration of the same idea.
Here, the exposure time is equal to the duration of the exhibition, drawn
out in time and space, to frame the conditions of the work’s display.

Clever woman, Liz. “Photography About Photography”, the title of this lecture, I have lifted from her, it was
the title of a group show she curated.
Lastly, I wanted to give you James Turell, this guy. He’s truly out of fashion now, especially after his last
Guggenheim show. But I’ve really come around to him, (which may be a sign that my education is finally
starting to wear off).
I am interested in calling him a photographer, of looking at his
work as a critique of photography, but a critique from within,
a kind of anti-photography situated within the expanded field
of photography. I like to think of him as a photographer in the
closet.
The quote of his that takes pride of place on his website is this:
“I make spaces that apprehend light for our perception, and
in some ways gather it, or seem to hold it…my work is more
about your seeing than it is about my seeing, although it is a
product of my seeing.”
So he is concerned with mediation, again, suspicious of it,
suspicious of how it makes us all into collectors. He would rather we collect ourselves, through his work.
You can see this in his work, much of which is very specifically designed to resist being photographable.
He says further: “My work has no object, no image and no focus. With no object, no image and no focus,
what are you looking at? You are looking at you looking. What is important to me is to create an experience
of wordless thought.” ”… Like the wordless thought that comes from looking in a fire.”
So I would contend that like Chris Williams, he is interested in the “silence of the photograph”, but he looks
at it as a virtue, a meditative potential that needs to be rescued from the corrupting clutches of the camera.
This is evident in these wedge pieces, for instance. Which
you really do have to be immersed in to apprehend.
But also in Turrell’s over eighty Skyspaces, chambers
with an aperture in the ceiling open to the sky. The
simple act of witnessing the sky from within a Turrell
Skyspace, notably at
dawn and dusk, reveals
how we internally create
the colors we see and
thus, our perceived
reality. So he points us to
the fact that if anything can be said to be an optical illusion, it follows that
everything else we perceive must be an illusion, too.
Then there are his holograms, which are of nothing but light, shapes
fashioned by light, and of course they have full parallax, that is, they change
dramatically depending on your viewpoint.
While informed by perceptual psychology and the study of optical illusions,
his declared, core interest lies in what he calls a “straightforward, strict

presentation of the sublime”.
As near proof that he is obsessed with photography, there’s his camera obscura he built in an old underground
water tank in Cornwall, England. This is vertically arranged, such that trees and clouds are projected upside
down into the space.
This however is the Roden Crater, his unfinished
magnum opus, a naked eye observatory of earthly and
celestial events that are both predictable and continually
in flux.
The portal on the eastern
slope and the Crater’s Eye
are joined by a system of
tunnels. When complete,
the project will contain
twenty-one
viewing
spaces and six tunnels.

I’d contend what he is building is really a monumental
camera. What he wants to strip away from photography is
the way it moves too fast, how portable it is, how it chops
up time and how the accelerated mediation of images can
lead, in a whirlwind of quasi-objectivity, lead to us seeing
nothing. This then is Turell’s ideal camera, the camera that
can really teach us how to see.
Thank you.

Lecture 4/6 - Bodies in Motion
Welcome young architects, thanks for having me back.
This semester, I will again hold 3 short lectures with the aim of enlightening you about photography and
attuning you to its merits and pitfalls.
In this first session, I will introduce a number of approaches to photographing humans, approaches, in
particular, to motion studies, the photographic capture and analysis of movement, human or otherwise.
In the second lecture I will speak about architecture photography proper, ideas of point of view, composition,
sequencing and atmosphere when photographing sites, spaces and buildings, and the way they affect both
an architect’s image of themselves, and their design approach. By this I mean, we will look at images of
architecture, that is, both the way architecture begets imagery, and by extension, how that forges imaginaries
that in turn breed architecture.
The third will be about experimental approaches to the digital image. I’ll show you some of what I do when
I work photographically, and I’ll attempt to interlace that with the art of people I admire.
So today is supposed to be about analytic people photography, or “bodies in motion”, that is, the art and
technique of photographing humans in general, and in particular -tying into architecture- the way people
move through space, and claim space, and how one might want to represent that.
I held this lecture last year, and in looking at it again I got a sense that what was missing in it was the notion
that movement, human movement, and the inhabiting of space, can be thought of as creating space in the
first place.
So not just the notion illustrated by the video (Tobias Gremmler) you saw coming in. The idea that freezing
time, even for a short interval, can turn it into space, can turn movement into sculpture, or a lifetime into
a mountain range (Vonnegut, 1969). The inverse notion of that is that moving through space is what makes
space it palpable in the first place. The difference is that between the objective and the subjective conceptions
of spacetime, of Einsteinian kinematics.
I think this omission, my temporary blind spot on the experiential was rooted in the nature of the technological
beast that is photography, that is, it stems from photography’s defaults of detachment rather than immersion,
of a medium that flattens space and suggests a static, seemingly stable point of view.
One new imaging technology
however that helps to further
articulate and illustrate, quite
literally but also metaphorically,
what I mean by “movement
creating space” is “structure
through motion”. There’s a fair
number of different approaches
being worked on at present, and
the idea comes with a bunch
of different names: There are
“photogrammetry” apps for your
phone now. There’s a bunch of
software out there that you can

feed a series of photographs of an object from different angles into, to get it to extrapolate the camera
positions and render a mesh model of the object or topography.
But I wanted to just show you this here, a technology that uses motion tracking and a simple tablet computer
and camera, and aims at rendering things on the fly, developed at Stanford and the Max Planck Institute and
at Microsoft Research, over the last couple of years: They call it “BundleFusion”, or “Real-time Globally
Consistent 3D Reconstruction using Online Surface Re-integration”.
What it illustrates strikingly is how space can be mapped and reveals itself through the shifting point of
view of a subject (if we for the sake of the argument we accept the camera as subject). Parallax, that is,
the differential between perspectives, can metaphorically stand for human experience. (Or quite simply:
movement is instrumental in giving us a sense of the world.)
Ok so that said, and hoping to keep it lodged in the back of your minds, I’ll show you this little history of
motion photography, which up until very recently, with few exceptions, is marked by the kind of scientism,
the kind of cold, hard staring at the world we’ve seen in last semester’s lecture on objectivity.
Ok, on to the slides, let me introduce you to a few characters from photo history:
Edward Muybridge is the most widely known pioneer of
photographic motion studies. From England, he emigrated to
The US as a young man. He became famous in the 1860ies for
his landscape photography, in particular a portfolio of prints he
published of meticulously composed and fairly cheesy views of
Yosemite.
In the 1870ies, Muybride began experimenting with set ups that
would enable him to take a sequence of photographs in quick
succession, in order to study animal locomotion. He perfected
a technique that involved trip wires which, as the animal moved
across them, would trigger a row of cameras.
It is these images that made him world
famous.
In 1872 (or 1878?), a California senator,
a businessman and race-horse owner,
Leland Stanford (also later the founder
of Stanford University), hired Muybridge
for some photographic studies. He
had taken a bet on a popularly debated
question of the day — whether all four
feet of a horse were off the ground at the
same time at any time in a trot. (With
M.’s help, he was able to settle the matter,
as this frame here proves.)
About ten years later, Muybridge was hired by the University of Pennsylvania to study the motion of humans,
as well as the animals at Philadelphia Zoo, and made his biggest body of work, still very well known today.
He published it in two massive and popular volumes (Animals in Motion 1899, and The Human Figure in
Motion 1901).

At the time, seeing naked strangers, of course, was hardly
acceptable other than in the name of science (and to a lesser
degree in the name of art) which I am sure contributed to
Muybridge’s success.
This is Mutbridge the man himself, nakedly swinging a
pickaxe, in this scientific self portrait.
This is called the kiss.
Here’s another Muybridge sequence
which, for some cultural context, takes
us to this famous painting by Marcel
Duchamp’s “Nude Descending a
Staircase”.
As inspirations Duchamp cited both
Marey, who’s work you will see
in a minute, and that sequence of
Muybridges’, while strenuously denying any
affiliation to the futurists that where hard at
work over in Italy at the time.
Futurist paintings,
meanwhile, looked
a lot like “Nude
Descending
a
Staircase”.
This is one of
Boccini’s,
who
was co-author of a
handful of futurist
manifestos, calling
for an art that
glorified
speed,
violence and the machine age, an art that above all, reflected the
dynamism of an engine-driven civilization.
Speaking of futurists, (and to bring us back to photography proper),
this is the work of Anton Bragaglia, and a good illustration
of the second main strategy for motion photography, which
is the time exposure, that is, photographing moving subjects
using long shutter speeds.
He called these “photodynamics”.
You can see where the subject paused, and left an almost
focused impression, and where it sped up to just a streak, a
blur.

Ok this brings me to the formidable Etienne-Jules Marey.

direct relationship to that motion capture
CGI video at the beginning?

Muybridge’s exact contemporary, a French physiologist and a prolific inventor, interested in the interaction
of organic processes and mechanical systems.
He was a renaissance man and a tinkerer, and had ample
resources and a lot of fun with things. In the mid 1870ies, he
built this, the first fully functional mechanical model of a human
heart.
Here is his “sphygmograph”, a kind of mechanical stethoscope
he designed in the mid 1860ies. This was the first device that
graphed the human heartbeat, in real time, rather than just
making it audible.
Also in the 1860ies,
Marey became interested
in animal locomotion.
He designed and built a
mechanical insect, simulating flight.
He also the one who first
speculated – as I mentioned
just now - that horses at times don’t touch the ground while they trot.
In 1882 he invented the
“ch ronophotog raph ic
gun”, which was capable
of shooting 12 telephoto
images
in
quick
succession.
This is the man himself, demonstrating the device …
He also devised time-based ways of playing back the images, a
kind of precursor of motion picture projectors.
(This
is
a
classic of his I
can’t keep from
you: “Falling
Cat”)
On
top
of
this, he made
m o d e l s ,
sculptures of
cyclical movements, the positions of birds in
flight, which he placed into this 3D zootrope.
This is another sculpture of his. You see the

He then began experimenting –in contrast
to Muybridge’s approach of using series of
single negatives- with multiple exposures on
the same plate.
You can see here that as you decrease the
interval between exposures, and increase
their number, the result is approaching
that futurist blur, a kind of mammalian
caterpillar, and becomes less fertile ground
for analysis. Marey’s solution to this problem was to attach first bright spots and lines to his subjects.
This is a man in a black suit.
He moved on to using lights, tiny light bulbs, stuck to the subject at
strategic points, the joints, the extremities. Which make both the fluidity
of the motion and its varied speed visible and measurable, dependent
of course on precise
control of the intervals
at which the exposures
are made.
The results were movement studies with bright dots that he
then linked with lines – the technique is strikingly close to
motion capture set-ups that were state of the art only a few
years ago. This is a motion capture stage used to gather data
for computer game and
feature film animation –
they use these reflective
balls, positioned mostly
at the joints – or here, to capture facial expression.
So back to Marey: He –or his studio assistants- also, using the same set
up with light bulbs, appears to
have been the first Photographers
to practice what is now commonly called painting with light. This
is the only picture I could find: a study of a man’s limping gait, made
using a long shutter speed, such that the lights attached to the man’s
body register as light trails. A long exposure, as in those futurist photodynamics, but here used for analysis.
When looking for new material for this lecture, I came across this
work, which again was produced for scientific analysis, and I can’t not
show you:
Lillian and Frank Gilbreth’s “work simplification studies”.

The Gilbreths were industrial engineers, efficiency experts and
early advocates of scientific management, that is, advocates for the
principles of Taylorism, very much a discipline that strived for a
mechanistic analysis of the worker, the worker as a machine, so to
speak.
I think these are great though, not as science, but as art.

The first artist to adopt painting
with light was Man Ray, this is
his, from the mid thirties.

These are by Gjon Mili,
his claim to some fame, a
collaboration with Picasso.
These are by Andreas
Feininger, an architecttur ned-photographer,
his father Lionel taught
at the Bauhaus.

LEDs switch on and off and can change colour, and you can load
in an image that the device breaks down into horizontal lines that
it flashes in sequence, so
when you wave the stick
at the right speed, it writes
the image data into space,
like so.
Fundamentally, all the
photography I’ve just shown you is interested in using photography’s
ability to make some invisible things visible, which is photography’s
classic role in modernity. It is what Walter Benjamin called its
ability to draw out the “optical unconscious”, by which expression,
he also points to the way that is a counterintuitive – not what you think of when you first consider the
medium.
Expanding a little on this I wanted
to show you this last classic
example by Marey. Late in his life
he invented the smoke trail/wind
tunnel set up, which again, is still
used today to visualize airflow and
an object’s aerodynamics. A life
of researching motion and ways
to analyze and quantify it led him
to this, the best way to make the
movement of air visible.
In researching this lecture I happened upon this current
subgenre: flour photography.
In some ways, it does more even than the smoke trails, in
that the starch particles, driven by the force of the moving
body, extend the path of the movement into space, and do
this in a roughly proportional relationship to the force of
the movement.
So this is a way of recording the future, so to speak, to
record the force and direction of a movement, it’s vector.
This does much of what we saw in the video that was playing as you sat down: These images by a the German
designer Tobias Gremmler, the sections he titles “Expanding into Emptiness”, in which he extrapolates and
vectorizes recorded movements.

Painting with light has also had a recent renaissance, fuelled
by the availability of cheap LED light sources, portable and in
any colour you want, and in long strips or arrays.

So much for a brief illustrated history of the photography of motion. I didn’t want to leave you without
having mentioned two more things. The first is that of course, these scientific, objectifying, often playful,
sometimes sadistic methods of imaging humans or the movement of life in general, are unable to describes
range of subtleties that can also be the subject of photographs.

I’ll show you just one application: These geeks from here in Brooklyn released the “pixelstick” a couple of
years ago (2013), basically a stick with 200 LEDs down the length of it, that rotates on another stick. The

We might call these the relational aspects of looking and being looked at. What we haven’t been looking
at is “humanist photography”, which comes with its own set of problems and ideologies, but does throw a

contrasting on what I’ve just shown you and marks it clearly as a kind of photography that is unconcerned
with individuality and subjecthood.
Just a couple of examples: The Grandmaster of humanist
photography is August Sander.
I’ll just show you a few images from his most famous
body of work, “People of the 20th Century” in which
he aims to show a cross-section of society during the
Weimar Republic
This slight lean, that stillness, a kind of pride combined
with reticence, that curiosity and simultaneous wanting
to leave the frame, to keep moving, for instance, cannot
be seen with Muybridge’s, or the Gilbreth’s or Marey’s
methods.
This picture is called “Three Young Farmers on Their
Way to a Dance”.
Michael
Schmidt
is, in my mind,
Sander’s
spiritual
grandson. Here a few
pages from his book
“Waffenruhe” (as in
“truce”, but literally
translated,
“the
silence of weapons”).
He
juxtaposes
portraits of people in
in-between moments
(sort of non-decisive
moments) with grey
in grey shots of the
city.
This gets me to my
second concern that analytic people photography cannot tackle: what it
may mean to be thrown into the world, what it feels like to relate to your
environment with your
body.
Just 3 examples on
this:
This
is
Valie
Export, the Austrian
conceptual artist, and
this is her series from

the mid 70ies, “Body Configurations”, a response to the municipal architecture of Vienna.
These images are from a body of
work by the artist Erwin Wurm,
called “One Minute Sculptures”
And finally, to bring it back
to where we are, a New York
photographer: Weegee
Who always insisted that yes,
he was an ambulance-chasing
gutter journalist, making a
living shooting crime scenes for
the tabloids, but that
his practice was also, always an art practice.
I love these pictures and how eloquently
they speak of urban space, of a kind of minor
architecture, the unintended ways people find to
inhabit the city.

Lecture 5/6 - Photography and Spatial Practice
Hi again, thanks for being here.
Today is to be about Architectural Photography proper, that is, finally a lecture that slots easily and obviously
into an architecture school context.
I’ll interweave some nuts and bolts, some material on the basic technique and conventions of architecture
photography with thoughts about architecture photography as an esthetic and conceptual practice, that is,
about how the making of images of your designs can be instrumental in investigating and re-imagining
them, can help you to both step away from your work and get deeper into it, so to speak.
I’d like to encourage you to think of photography as way of thinking, of doubling, of in a way, being beside
yourself - “beside yourself” meant more as a kind of Zen practice than a form of insanity.
So in the first part of the lecture, I’ll point out a few of the things that people that take pictures of buildings
for a living need to and tend to think about.
I the second part, I’ll show you some work by both, artists who photograph architecture, and photographers
that shoot commissions for architects.
To this end, I have cannibalized two lectures from last year, and added some new material, and I hope it all
hangs together by a perceptible - if slightly frayed - thread.
To set the scene, to kid of plot out the field to be considered, I
want to open with a couple of examples, first this, from recent
architectural history.
In 2011, the Dutch firm MVRDV revealed this design, called
The Cloud, with won them a competition that asked for
proposals for the Yongsan Dreamhub Project in Seoul, South
Korea, the master plan for which was designed by Studio
Libeskind. ($28B – scrapped).
These are some renderings of the project, all nice enough

this strange feedback loop of tangled hierarchies can result in, here is one from a hundred years earlier,
involving drawings rather than photographs.

close up, but the long shots, views from
a distance, especially this one, got the
architects in trouble.
When they released them to the public,
they were faced with outraged responses,
they were forced to apologize, and in their
apology said, I quote:
“MVRDV regrets deeply any connotations
The Cloud projects evokes regarding 9/11
… It was not our intention to create an
image resembling the attacks nor did we
see the resemblance during the design process.”
If what they say is true -and I assume that at least in their minds it is- the least this episode can teach us is
the importance of stepping back and visualizing what you have done, of thinking about your designs on the
level of the image. When you design a
building, you are also an image-maker,
and vice versa, the making of a picture
or the taking of a photograph can and
should be considered to be a kind of
architectural practice, as we shall see
(and as I hope I was able to convey in my
notes on Zoe Leonard and James Turell
during the third lecture last semester).
And to forget this can endanger your
career.
It is on the level of image that the structures and buildings that you put in the world -or propose to put in the
world- reflect and project your analysis of and outlook on how people do live or should live together on this
planet. That, by the by, is your political project, no matter whether you label is as such.
The second lesson to be drawn from the dream hub incident is that when images become things, and these
in turn become images that again become things, that in this cycle, truth becomes an ever more elusive and
distant thing. There are untranslatabilities, there is slippage baked into the translation from the material,
spacial, to the image plain, and they lead to tensions and misunderstandings. And misunderstandings can
lead to discoveries. Sort of like Freudian slips. In the case of the pixelated cloud, there was collective trauma
in the ether, and the question as to what art could still be made after 9/11, and intentionally or not, MVRDV
initiated a possible kind of catharsis. So out of this world-image-world cycle a more dynamic notion of truth
emerges, be it as the “alternative facts” of propaganda, or a legitimate retracing of history.
Just to also give you a positive example of what this the skewed circularity between image and architecture,

In 1910 the German Publisher Ernst Wasmuth famously published a portfolio of drawings of completed
projects of Frank Lloyd Wright’s, which was the first time any of his work was published, and provided
the first look at his work for
most European architects, (as
transatlantic travel was no
routine thing). The Wasmuth
portfolio had a huge impact on
the first generation of modernist
architects in Europe.
Now, Alan Colquhoun, teaching
at Princeton, I gather has made
a pretty good historical case
that the enthusiastic embrace
of the flat roof by both DeStjil
and Bauhaus architects wasn’t
just inspired by Wright’s
accentuating of horizontals in his effort to blend his buildings into the prairie, and his fashioning of these
deep, cantilevered, portruding roofs. The modernist flat roof is based on a misreading of the drawings in the
Wasmuth portfolio. Colquhoun sais that it was these perspective drawings, these low angle views in which
Wright’s gently sloping roofs were obscured (Wright hadn’t
built anything with a flat roof at that point) that gave birth to
the flat roof, (and the use of the roof as habitable space) as
a signifyer, a principle even, of modernity in architecture.
You see what I’m trying to illustrate: This cycle again of the
building becoming an image, which inturn begets buildings.
Architectural ideas can and do travel, are disseminated
and understood or creatively misunderstood via images of
architecture. And they travel as abstractions, isolated from
context, unless you make an explicit effort to embed them
contextually. The less context, the more glitchy the process,
and glitchiness harbours evolutionary potential. A glitch is like a mutation, through which value may be
both, added or lost. Glitchiness allows for elusive concepts - things that you couldn’t quite put your finger
on - to crystallize.
OK so some nuts and bolts.
Having seen, in that first example of The Cloud in Seoul, that it is safe to say that an unawareness of how
your architecture acts as image can lead to Public Relations problems.
I thought it might be worth considering architecture photography on the level of advertising, the level of
constructing an image to guide the viewer’s perception of the object to be sold, by arresting a viewer’s gaze,
and steering it towards the aspects of the design you’d like him to take note of, not just neutrally notice, but
appreciate in a certain light, so to speak, appreciate them as “unique selling points”.
The holy grail of advertising imagery is the perfect “cheese pull”, referring to that shot in almost every
pizza commercial when they pull the slice from the pie and the cheese stretches between the two just so.

What the cheese pull stands for is the general, exalted goal of
all propaganda to by pass human reason and make you feel
something that motivates you to act: hunger, desire, lust,
shame, outrage.
Thus I was thinking of my dark past as an advertising
photographer and of this, as a kind of stripped down primer to
the way images are thought about in marketing: eye tracking
technology.
This is called a gaze path. It is a rendering used in eye tracking
data analysis, a method used in advertising to analyze an image’s
effectiveness in promoting a brand.
This path represents the travel of the eyeballs of a test subject
across an ad. The circles are where the eye rests, size is relative
to time spend, the circles grow with increasing fixation times.

the slice when the guy looks at it) has an “emotion” graph
running at the bottom. I presume this is skin conductivity
data, maybe pupil dilation.
And this one for some minty sweet is overlaid with what’s
called a “bee swarm” gaze path visualization, which is
gendered, blue dots are from male test subjects, red female.

The aim of course of these is to quantify the fuzzy
values of composition, that is, how to guide the viewer
through an image.

TTFF, which stands for “time to first fix” is another important
metric, borrowed from GPS tech lingo.
This is the same
image with an
attention heat map
overlay, that is, a rendering of the cumulative eye tracking data
from a group of test subjects, showing where, on average, the
most time was
spent looking.
You can see
how if you use a
shot of the baby
looking at the
copy rather than back at you, people are much more likely to
spend time reading the copy.
Or here: This is a gaze opacity map, another way of visualizing
the parts of the image or layout that tend to get the most
attention. (I love this; I relate it to Emission Theory, which
Plato for instance was into, the ancient Greek idea that we
make things visible by means of rays of energy emitted
through the eyes.)
You can gather additional data that gives clues as to the
receptiveness (arguably even empathy) of the viewer, like
pupil size and eye distance monitoring, and polygraph
style skin conductivity data.
Here are a couple of eye-tracked commercials I found on
YouTube, which are fun. I won’t show you the whole ones,
but this Domino’s Pizza one (see how the viewer looks at

This is the only image of a building I could find that has
been eye tracked. Note how the eye is of course drawn to the
bright parts, and tends to meander, to slide along lines and
curves and diagonals, as it scans the image.
Now don’t get me wrong, I’m not advocating for you to just
tighten up your marketing game. That’s a banal enterprise
that leads to banal success. Control isn’t everything. In any
case, I don’t believe that instrumentalizing the image as a
carrier for advertising or propaganda messages ever quite
eliminates its usefulness as a medium for reflection, for
thought. Things will happen despite the best efforts of the
propagandist in you.
The reason I showed you those two examples (the Cloud and the Wasmuth portfolio) of how images of
architecture can lead to unexpected interpretations, those creative misconstruals of architectural proposals,
is because they are lessons in letting go.
What I find interesting about the cycle of design into image and back again is the part you cannot control,
the meaning that arises in the minds of others, faced with an image of a thing that you have put into the
world. Lacan called this “meconnaisance” or “misrecognition”, the inflectional mechanism by which others
mediate our own selves.
Wright, via this mechanism, really has become the godfather of the modernist flat roof, and in a way, the
Cloud is MVRDV’s most forceful design. There’s something awesome about being accused of that level of
blind transgression.
Nevertheless. Back to the history of photographing architecture, and how the process is controlled.

You can see the principles of composition and sales craft working
beautifully in this, the work of Julius Shulman – this is him sitting
on a ledge – and this is probably his most famous shot, a night shot
of Stahl House above LA, that combines a suggestion of inhabitation
and lifestyle with a rigorous rendering of the architectural features
of the dwelling.
Shulman did more than any
other to sell the idea and
ideas of midcentury modern
architecture to the public.
Regarding composition, just look at this contextual shot of Paul
William’s LAX control
tower, and note the way
Shulman guides the eye
in a spiral towards the
center.
It’s
also
worth
noting that until the
1980ies,
architecture
photography
was
predominantly black and white, and I’d venture to argue,
(without having researched this in enough depth to not be on thin
academic ice) that much successful 20th century architecture up
to that point was built to photograph well in black and white, or
also and inversely, successful because it photographed
well in black and white. It suits that chiaroscuro
representation: lots of white planes that meet in clever
ways, and gentle curves and semi-shaded recesses.
There’s a kind of softness and clarity to the way
Shulman renders things and guides you along the lines

just the other way across the Atlantic.
There may be something that’s right about this, this knowing of modern architecture through photographs.
Modern architecture is inextricably linked with its mediation, and with the advent photography. Some
pioneers, like Corbusier for instance (as we saw in my lecture on Photographic Abstraction last semester),
embraced it strongly, and cycled through the process of building and photographing, and then reworking the
photographs to match their vision of how the building was meant to look, while others, like Adolph Loos,
were deeply suspicious of photography’s dematerializing effects, and abhored the idea of leaving an archive.
In any case, I can use some of the hundreds of images of the Schröder Huis that floats around the Internet
to illustrate some more nuts-and-boltsy principles of architecture photography. (Principles we have touched
on, in miniature and briefly, in your model photography workshops last semester.)
This is the canonical angles on the Schröder
Huis – this photograph, by the by- shot by Kurt
Schwitters, the Dadaist and Merzbau builder.
This is the same photograph as published in a
Bauhaus publication of the time. Note how the
neighboring row house has been retouched out,
such that the structure may be appreciated in
isolation, more abstractly.
OK so to the promised photographic basics,
illustrated using the Schröder Huis images.
Diffused vs. direct light: hard shadows and
increased contrast as result from a highly
directional light source like the sun on a clear day
can accentuate the geometry, but if you’re not
careful, also complicate and confuse an architectural composition, it’s lines and shapes, whereas diffused
light elicits a cleaner rendering of the volumes.

of the architecture, using these flat tonal voids,
he shows you how to live like a movie star.
Ok. So I’ve been lead to believe you all know
this house, that you’ve been studying Rietveld’s
Schröder house, and so figured it would make a
good case study for this lecture.
The Schröder Huis is of course very well
photographed, while almost no one has been there. It’s a little like it was with Wright’s work in the 1910s,

OK next, angle of view, which is a function of focal length.
This angle of course is very different from, say, this one, in which the house fills about the same amount of
the frame, but which is taken from far away (you can see how the lines converge at a much shallower angle,

and how for instance the length of this yellow strut shrinks, relative to the height of the corner, in this wide
angle shot, compared to the telephoto shot, that is a more even representation, approximating a parallel
projection, not giving as much extra weight to the features in the foreground.

away, this greatly affects the actual perspective, that is, the relative sizes of the elements within a frame. Here
in this diagram I made for you, you can see how if you change the angle of view thus (wide angle, standard
lens, telephoto the narrowest) and then adjust the camera position thus, to keep the foreground figure the height
of the frame with each lens, the
background effectively recedes
(or shrinks) progressively, as
you widen the angle, right? This
decorated shed is cropped with
the telephoto, fills the frame with
the standard, and is smaller in
the frame using the wide angle.
You can see this at work in these three images.

If you used a wide angle from this second camera position, that is, if you stay put and zoom out, you get
something like this shot, that includes a lot of context. (This may also serve as an illustration of the fact
that photography always works by exclusion, that is, any
photograph derives its possible meaning as much from
what is not seen, what is excluded from the frame or hidden
by the surfaces you photograph, as from what is visible.)
I want to just quickly parse these two interconnected
choices you have to make, when taking a picture: Angle
of view on the one hand, and the camera position, or point
of view on the other (and I mean point of view literally
here). The focal length of a lens is the distance between the
center of the lens and the focal plane, that is, to where the
lens focuses the light on the film or the chip. A short focal
length lens angles the light more acutely, and as a result,
gathers light from a wider angle of view.
A standard lens represents space in a way that looks natural to us, while with a telephoto lens space is
foreshortened in a way that approximates, but never quite arives at an axionometric projection. While
seen through a wide angle lens, space and perspective are
accentuated, deepened one might say.
Here you can see that all you are doing by choosing a longer
lens while keeping the camera in the same position is zoom
in, that is, you effectively just crop the frame tighter.
Now in terms of
how that interacts
with your camera
position or point
of view in the
narrow sense: If of
course, as you are likely to do, you choose a wider lens when you
are close to your subject, and a longer lens when you are further

Here’s one more video clip, containing the most
famous shot from Hitchcock’s Vertigo. The
ver t igo -i nduci ng
shot, where James
Stewart looks down
the tower he runs
up to save the girl,
and
gets
dizzy.
It’s
accomplished
using
this
very
principle, but as a continuous movement, tracking forward with the camera, and
simultaneously zooming out, to warp and deepen the space. (Incidentally, they
ended up making a model of the staircase and shooting this horizontally, in the
studio.) What you see as a continuum here is the warping, the splaying open of
the staircase as the camera moves forward, and the angle of view widens. Now
knows to fimmakers as a dolly zoom.
OK so to get back to the Schröder Huis, and milk it for some more instructables.
The third aspect of architectural photography I wanted to quickly parse for you
is the convention of keeping
vertical parallels parallel in the image.
This is the second classic angle on the Schröder Huis, the
Mondrian-friendliest one. The rectilinear one, achieved by
keeping the camera level, and the focal plain parallel to the
façade. This way there is no foreshortening or distortions,
a square stays square.
Now the convention in architectural photography is to
retain some of this calm and geometric rigor by keeping
vertical parallels parallel from all angles. So rather than
allowing a true 3 point perspective, you straighten the
verticals.
With a conventional camera, you really only get a two point perspective if you are looking perpendicularly
at the third, that is, for your verticals to be parallel, you need to level your camera perfectly, which means
that to see the top of the building, you need to either be positioned around half as high up as its roof, or if

you’re shooting from ground level, you need to use a wide enough angle, still
shoot straight at the horizon, and then crop the excess foreground. (Like so.)
Failing that, you have to straighten the verticals artificially, of course now
easily done in post-production,
this
way.
(a
trapezoid
transformation will pancake the
image, so you’ll want to stretch
it a little vertically, also.) Which
works, but makes you loose
some definition and of course
alters the composition, such that professionals tend to still use
bellows cameras like this, which allow you to move the lens
independently of the sensor or film. Or they use shift lenses like
this one, which have a mechanism that also lets you decenter
the lens.
This illustrates the problem, and it’s optical solution. In the bottom image
you can see what a bellows camera or shifted lens can do. You effectively
use a wide coverage lens, level it at the building, and just use the top half of
what the lens can cover. So this effectively, optically the same as cropping
the foreground, but without compromising on detail, that is, without loosing
resolution.
In any case, in Rhino, the equivalent
result is achieved by simply dialing in
two-point perspective, when rendering
a view.
Speaking of right angles, these are
interior shots of the Schröder Huis.
These first few again loyal to the design,
subservient to the geometric rigour of
the space, shooting along the diagonals,
or square on.

I think there is, and not just with interiors,
a strong argument to be made for these
subsequent shots, that are looser, snapshots,
more atmospheric and evocative of possible
modes of inhabitation, of living with and within
a piece of architecture. You start to look at the
view, at what actually sitting there might be
like. The photographs become suggestive of a
particular story or experience. In many ways,
the worse the shot, somehow, the better a sense
of how living in the space might feel you can

get. There is value in being awkward
with a camera, or careless, in using it
more organically.
OK this gets me to the second part of
this lecture. Let’s look at some more
famous photography of architecture.
I hope I’ve been able to elucidate that
even if you are looking to take the
most neutral documentary shot of
your site or your model or building,
you are making choices that affect
the communication and reception of the architectural concept. You can’t
escape it. But having said that, in architectural photography today, there
is no getting around -in terms of esthetics- these two here: this stern
German couple are Bernd & Hilla Becher.
They made, in their life together, a sustained attempt to insist on
photography’s value as a documentary tool. They tried to look at things
in a sober way, a way that might
be termed objective, or truthful, to
establish rules, a firm grammar of
looking that allows for comparative
analysis.
The method they decided on was to
shoot things straight on, from what
they deemed to be the most neutral point of view, which they judged
to be from the half way mark between the ground and the top of their
subject. They also made a rule of shooting only on overcast days, so
as to record no dramatic light situations and minimal, softly graduated
shadows.
And somehow – even
if it has the look of a
particular style - the
sobriety, the sheer iron
discipline and “truthiness” of their typologies does have its
merits – the transparency and consistency of their grammar
goes some way towards making the subject readable, the
structures photographed assume the air of the diagrammatic.
The esthetics that emerged from their practice are hugely
influential and really still dominate the current mainstream
of architectural photography. They started what is now
termed the Becher School, a photographic movement that
is also loosely termed New Topographics. Famous students
of theirs at the Düsseldorf academy are only now loosening
their dominant grip on the photographic corner of the art world, as well.
That said, all of the Becher students, the ones that actually studied with them in Düsseldorf, have failed their

professors in that their work is less disciplined, less interested in a sober record of the real and leaning more
or less heavily over to the other side, that of narrative, the iconic, and the atmospheric.

And while his work is wryly ironic about its puritanical Germanic influence, in spirit it is closer to the
Bechers than say, Gursky or Struth.

One, in my view the best of their students is Thomas
Struth. His work is characterized by a refusal to
indulge in the spectacular. Everything is sharp,
nothing is blurred. He says that, quote, “Photographs
that impress me have no personal signature”.
His method involves deciding on a set up and then
taking a picture over and over and over again, until
he feels that what he got on camera corresponds
with the picture in his mind that motivated him
to take the picture in the first place. So a model
of satisfaction that involves a kind of attrition, or
exhaustion, but results in these beautiful, serene
images.
This
is
his
Disneyland stuff.
The Becher’s most
famous student is
Andreas Gursky.
This
work
oozes a sense of
impersonality. Depictions of the structures and
patterns of collective existence.
Gursky often uses a lot of post-production, he’s not shy of taking things out, or compositing shots in
Photoshop to make them look the way he feels about them.

The same can be said for Lewis Baltz, also working in America. He is funny, too, if less obviously so.
What he learns from the Becher school is this sense of compositional restraint, that is, he doesn’t tell you
where to look, which results in images where you don’t know where to
settle, what to look at, if not at
everything.
This of course is anathema
to the idea of getting your
point across, to suggesting,
in architectural photography,
how a space should be
inhabited, how it should feel
to be there, to selling, so to
speak, your concept.

wOver here in the States meanwhile, Ed Ruscha added his deadpan spin to the Becher School. I love these
books. This one’s called “Every Building on the Sunset Strip”.

As a result, I think Baltz’s work speaks lucidly about how the built
environment captures our imaginations, how it can preclude us from
imagining anything other that what exists already.

To take us into the present
day, just a couple more
artists: Bas Princen. Princen
is a photographic artist,
But he does think deeply
about buildings – here
he discovers a real world
allusion to Superstudio, the
70ies Italian architectural
firm.

scream to be photographed a certain way, they make compositional work easy, and –as in these examples
of Hadid’s– look dramatically lit in any light, that is, they are built to elicit a particular set of feelings. They
have lapsed into a manner of expressionism.
Look at this fire station of Hadid’s, for instance, and
then this still, from The Cabinet of Doctor Caligari
(Robert Wiene, 1920).
The idea with German
expressionist film sets
was that they should
reflect the mind of the
protagonist, be a direct
expression of a state of
mind.

He talks, in connection
with his photographs, about
“rooms as landscapes”, and
“landscape as rooms”.
So then just one more
current practitioner, this is
the work of Iwan Baan, who is really at the top of the game,
commercially, of architectural photography, and constantly
flies around the world to shoot buildings for big and smart
firms.
You can see in his work that today, in mainstream
commercial architecture photography, there is this tension
between the two schools: The one that wants
you to see how it feels to be there, to sell you on
the place, and the German, more measured and
analytical gaze.

This one from Lang’s Metropolis, 1927.
Here you can see that
shadows and shafts
of light were often
painted, as lighting
equipment was crude,
and just exposing 24
frames of film per
second sufficiently,
film being much less
light sensitive in the early days, required bashing all the
light you could get at the set.

These, his images of the Interlace Singapore I
think speak of this tension between restraint and
suggestive power.

I relate this, again, for instance to this, or this, the Maxxi Museum by
Hadid. This is the same: no need to light this well to make it compose
well.

Faced maybe, with this Germanic photographic
restraint, architectural practices seem to have
sprung up that are visually extrovert, selfconscious and hyper-photogenic, that is, that

The difference of course being, that with Hadid, I’m not sure that she
wants us to feel anything, for ourselves, other than for us to get that
sense that she is indeed a great draftswoman.
This goes back to this issue of control and its limited merits. The
symptoms of total control of image in this kind of architecture appear
to me to be the expression of a will to a definitive setting-in-stone
of mind over matter, and analogous to that, a primacy of image over
architecture, representation over space, which can lead to absurdist
results.
While expressionist film was an attempt to elaborate and trace and tighten a more cyclical, less hierarchical
relationship of mind and matter, a two way street.
I want to leave you with this thought: The camera obscura - Latin for “dark room” - is the prototypical
camera. The camera was first - literally - a room, that is, a room that admits light from the outside in a
specific way, a room aware of what’s around it, rather than aware of itself.

Beatriz Colomina points out in her book “Privacy and Publicity” that in this design of it, which involves
a sheet of frosted glass onto which the perspectival view of the outside is projected in reverse, and that
this piece of glass would turn into
a mirror, were the world outside
to darken, and we lit a light inside
the room. In other words, that a
window is always also a mirror, and
that its alternate being-mirror or
being-window depends on how the
situation is illuminated.

Lecture 6 – Digital Emergence

In which we again grapple with notions of creative agency, particularly in the digital realm. We
distinguish deterministic systems of production from creative play, and look at various artistic strategies
that may counter the smoothing of experience and the insiduous gamification of life.

If you stare at the center of that video long enough, and then I stop it, you’ll see the frozen image contract.
What you’re seeing is your brain working against that endless zoom-in, trying to compensate, to stop it,
normalize it.
So today’s lecture is in response to an open brief from your professors, which I took to mean that I should
talk to you about what interests me most about photography, which is hard, and also a little bit about my own
artistic practice, which is also hard.
It’s hard because what interests me tends to be that which isn’t yet fully formulated, or hasn’t yet come into
full bloom, and in many ways is the excess of meaning, the thing that happens in the gaps, and thus is by
nature full of problems without apparent solutions.
I am interested in the photograph as an enigma, as a presence that points to things outside itself, a phenomenon
that exists in a sort of twilight zone between its function and its thinginess, that emerges from the bracketing,
the looping together of both.
I try to stick to Brecht’s maxim, to what he told Walter Benjamin: to not “… start from the good old things
but the bad new ones”. And this bad new thing, for us producers of form, seems -exponentially- to be the
digital space. It’s been around for a good while, of course, but I have a sense (and there is now a general,
common sense I think) that it is getting close to critical mass, to a phase change, in terms of how it affects
our mentality.
Google Deep Dream Zoom “Inside an artificial brain” by Jonah Nordberg
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dbQh1I_uvjo

So I found that I’d like to talk about the life of images in the digital realm, the ways in which the numberification
of images has affected them.
I think that photography’s engagement with the digital clarifies something about it, something that has been
going on with it all along really, insidiously, something that’s always been the matter with art emerging from
the engagement with machines, and complex systems.
So I’m starting with a little theoretical, or speculative bit, and then we’ll look at some art, some of it good,
and some bad.
In particular, I am interested in the new potentials for abstraction that the leap into ones and zeroes represents,
or rather, interested in the new ways of thinking it opens up about the kind of abstraction imaging is.
Now in talking about abstraction – before I get back to that video- I’d like to enlist the help of Reza
Negarestani, the Iranian philosopher, who opens a recent text about the artist Jean-Luc Mouléne with this
aphorism: “We all know what abstraction is, but no one has ever seen one”
What he is saying, most basically, is that abstraction is never concrete. Negarestani adds, helpfully, this
diagram, a diagram concerning the abstracting gesture.

A few points about this: Negarestani reminds us that
abstraction, as a concept, was born from the attempt
to relate physics and mathematics to each other, that
is, -broadly- the material world and the space of
thought. In this drawing you can see that it involves
excision (remember the etymology of abstraction
from my earlier lecture), a cutting out of a portion
of the object of investigation (here imagined as a
volume of black, opaque liquid) and then a pulling
it out to examine it. It is important to note that
the shape of the gap this leaves here bears little
resemblance to the shape of the abstracted object.
Resemblance is not a necessary part of abstraction,
rather, there’s a moment of uncertainty involved,
even chaos, a moment of qualitative change in this
leap from one space to the other.
His central point tough, is that what is integral to the
protocol is that abstraction is a two way street, that as we excise, we also think ourselves into the breach we
create, that there is always an exchange here, in this gesture.
Now these two spaces, originally the space of physics and the space of thought, can be designated as any
two differing spaces: two languages, for instance, whose translation into each other is always a matter of
engaging with the untranslatable, and of thinking one into the other and vice-versa.
It is important to note that in this, Negarestani’s model of abstraction, abstraction is what describes this
movement between spaces, it is not itself a space, but an arc or field of tension, or just a moment even,
the point of maximal tension between two irreconcilable systems. It is located where Deleuze would say
meaning emerges, in the attempt to bridge the unbridgeable.
… So this diagram is reminiscent of that fish tank metaphor of William James’, remember? Where he says
that we are the fish, and abstraction is the air above? Except here it’s the movement, the gesture that is the
abstraction, the fishes attempt to swim up into the air, and their getting reflected back down and reoriented
in their element.
You can also think of the two spaces as the world and the world as interpreted by our visual cortex (framed,
so to speak, by our sensory capacities, and our memories, and similarly, additionally and increasingly
framed by the photographic gesture. Understood in that way, photography is always an abstraction, whether
it looks abstract or not, always a gesture that attempts to link two separate regimes of being, you photograph
the visible, and you project yourself into it).
Though now there is a little complication here, which is that photography involves an apparatus, the camera,
to which we have delegated a part of the abstracting gesture, we’ve built an abstracting machine, a black box
that pretends to do the work for us, but that really has ways of making the world visible that are quite distinct
from ours. The problem with this is that what the camera does is mere transposition, not really translation
from one space into another. It performs an operation that produces resemblance because it is – as we have
seen – calibrated to emulate human vision.
And additionally, while ideally an image, to take the mathematical definition of the word, is just a function,
a projection of values from one space onto another, the camera produces artifacts. It makes the image into a
thing-for-itself. It is -to use my working term- an “abstraction concretization machine”

You might say it does abstraction half way, it
peels things away and then before completing
the abstracting gesture, prematurely materializes
abstractionisms (to use William James’ term).
This causes the work to never be finished, because
we get stuck half way, can never complete either:
never quite examine the world in thought, nor do
we ever quite succeed in projecting ourselves
into it. I see this disappointment as baked into the
promise of photography. Maybe then, I should label
photography a “semi-abstraction concretization
machine”, (if that wasn’t so un-catchy).
Now to get back to that video: I think looking at
the digital realm can help us to better identify the
problem of infinite regress in our engagement with
all machines –be they concrete or abstract- all
machines that gather, process and store information.
In it, we are driven to flee forward into hyper-production of an ever-increasing flood of images, fuelled by
our frustration with the insufficiency of those very images. Getting high is better than being high. It’s what
in the army is called a “self-licking ice cream cone”: a solution that produces its own problem.
I took to digital photography early in my career as a photographer, thinking -like most of my peers- that
it made little difference whether we shot analogue or digital, that it was merely a change in workflow, a
refinement of tools, but I have come around to feeling that at a deeper level, we are looking at a whole new
thing that is still in the process of becoming.
Let’s say we think, in the back of our minds, of the two spaces in Negarestani’s diagram as that of analogue
imaging, the technology of recording an image projected by means of a lens onto a receptor, and the digital
realm, the ever-growing cloud of ones and zeroes.
So the video you just saw. I am interested in this for two reasons: firstly, I’d like to look at it as allegorical
for the advance of the circulation of images and it’s creeping victory over esthetics. So as a kind of visual
representation of what happens when we try to quantify the life of images.
This near infinite zoom was generated using what was originally called “inceptionism” now labeled the
“deep dream” algorithm, which was made open source by Google in 2016.
It’s a self-learning image recognition program running on an artificial neural network that works with many
levels of hierarchy, whereby the first layers are simple edge recognition algorithms, and the higher levels
achieve higher levels of abstraction, to the point where
they can recognize objects, and ultimately attempt to
write a sentence to describe an image that is fed in.
This…, and this are schematics of how the artificial
neural network operates. On the left, the image gets
scanned, then analysed, first using crude (but already
mathematically complex) image processing formulas,
edge recognition and blob extraction at first, then this
filtered image data gets fed to the next layers, which
recognize ever more holistic features, eventually faces,

buildings, birds, dogs, sunsets, … anything it can, based on its knowledge about the unifying characteristics
of those things, derived from an analysis of a training set of images.
It is worth noting that this process, at present, can still be easily fooled.
These are images produced by a group of researchers who reverse
engineered this algorithm to evolve image data that looks nothing like -or
only remotely like- the thing, and nevertheless deep dream thinks that with
99.9% certainty, this bit of noise is the image of a jackfuit, and this is a
penguin.
So to produce the images in the video, what the programmers did is turn
the device in on itself.
They told it to not just analyze the image, but to also enhance the detail that
it thinks it recognizes, and then they fed the resulting image back in as new
input, in a continuous loop. Which ends up looking like this.
You can feed it the most indeterminate image data (like these
nebulae shot by the Hubble), even just some noise, and it will start
to make stuff up, it will start to produce composite, mutant images
from its visual memory bank. It will over-interpret the visual
stimuli.
To get back to the allegorical part, I think you can see how this is
obviously trippy. And a trip, crudely, is akin to a childlike state of
mind, akin to lying on your back and interpreting clouds as animals
and faces. So these images are regressive, in this way. There is also
a sense of stagnation here, yes they are like nothing you’ve seen
before, but they are also, always, based on, and composited from,
pre-existing, memorized images. The are produced by turning the
function of the algo – to write a sentence describing an image –
in on itself into a sequestered loop, cutting it short and looping it
back, never to finish the sentence, which leads to a particular kind
of baroque aesthetic impoverishment.
I see this as much like to the problem of the proliferation of abstract
art in contemporary art world (Gillick, 2015), the problem that by
concretizing the abstract (or by producing what the concrete artists,
you remember, rightly called “concrete art”), the modern art world
has turned itself into a machine that produces an endless series of
sequestered artifacts, each self-similar and pointing at a kind of melancholy resignation about the possibility
to grasp real abstraction, They represent an eternal deferment, a spiral of progress without change.
Ok let me play a bit of that video again, from the beginning. – You can see it starts from this image, just
noise, and then starts zooming and simultaneously ramping up through the neural layers, from geometric
recognition, lines, blobs curves, up to faces etc…
The second aspect that interests me in these images ties more closely into my more recent work, and that
is the notion that the digital realm, somehow, constitutes a “New Nature”, that there is a kind of digital
wilderness we’ve given birth to, that has a life of its own, quite separate from our culture.

I reckon this hopeful notion gets a boost from our growing, melancholy common knowledge that we are in
the process of killing the old, classical nature. (We will need a replicant nature, at least of that nature that is
a product of our culture, it’s flip side, so to speak: culture is in trouble without a nature to distinguish itself
from, and unfortunately that is the very nature that seems to be falling victim to our culture.)
But I am deeply interested in our propensity to naturalize machines, be they machines as abstract as say,
“the market” or as concrete as the camera.
I do think of and like to play with this machine-animism, where machines aren’t just extensions of our
body anymore, but really imagined to have lives of their own,
as a useful ruse, maybe a necessary delusion. But again, I also
think it gives rise to a kind of pernicious conservatism, and an
impoverishment of life.
Ok I’ve dabbled with another little diagram for you here. This
relates cybernetics, to Black Box Theory. A black box is an
opaque function. If we have no access to an algorithm say, then
we are forced make inferences about it, to investigate its transfer
characteristics by comparing input and output. This feedback
loop, if it includes an observer, describes the structure of any
experiment.
So what the deep dream algo does is this, it siphons off the
output (its attempt to interpret the input image) and loops it
back into itself (that is, it enhances the image to resemble its
interpretation). A feedback loop.
It really does this internally though, invisibly, like so.
Feedback set-ups within complex systems lead to the emergence
of new forms, of unpredictable macro phenomena. Now the
fantasy of this being a new nature contends that there need be
no output, that somehow we feed into it, and it’s off on it’s own
evolutionary journey from there.
This to the point of the fantasy of an artificial superintelligence,
the singularity, which needs no further input, and depending on
your temperament, never talks to us again, or chooses to destroy
humanity at some point, or saves us from ourselves.
Of course this Google algo is not that. Although it is a classic example of what is currently commonly referred
to as “artificial intelligence”, it is a one trick pony, the trick being back-propagation of output errors. Still,
I think it is fair to extrapolate here, and use it to say something about machines that harbour expectations.
Ok, let’s start looking at “Art”:
In thinking about what art to show you in this context, what sprung to mind right away was Generative Art.
The practice of generating form by making machines or rule sets talk to each other of course has a long
analogue tradition, even more so in music and writing than visual art.
And photography, as an image making apparatus, is in a way simply a generative art system. (Further, I
might contend that the art world as a whole constitutes a generative art-making machine.)

But the term “Generative Art” itself was coined with the birth of computer graphics art in the 60ies. In
visual art, it always had the whiff of the tinkerer about it, fairly so I think, but also because visual artists still
mostly make bank based on the genius paradigm.
This work by Eske Rex is a good analogue example.
Kind of compelling, and kind of stupid: a giant version
of a children’s toy. I’m including it here because it shows
plainly and beautifully how you can have two systems -here
simple pendulums- interacting, and where the forces meet,
new forms emerge. Endless new forms. There’s basically
no getting away from just servicing that machine, always
putting another sheet under it and giving it a push. The
only thing that almost saves this from being just the infinite
proliferation of semi-predictable forms is the bumps in
the paper, the friction damage that results from the
interference with the smooth functioning of the machine.
Here’s another silly example. Tim Knowles. The charm
of this work lies in the tender way he poses the trees,
they look so keen to be human, to be well-behaved plein
air painters. Further, and this is where we start drifting
back to the photographic proper, there’s this umbilical
rootedness to the messy real, to wind and branches.
There’s this indexical procedure that there’s no getting
away from, that maybe saves this from being just a
gimmick.
There’s also an explicit ambiguity about authorship here,
which I’d like to also claim as a photographic trait. You see the difference: The first generative art example,
that drawing machine, is akin to a sequestered, self-referential machine that produces form, it’s simply
a pared down, complex system that produces form in a
deterministic way, while the tree drawings have these two
elements that make them photography in the expanded
field: the umbilical connection to the messy real, and a
genuine ambiguity about authorship, about where the
work originates.
Ok back to the digital. If you exclude what I’ll just keep
calling the messy real from image-making protocols, that
is, if you feed your machine only an idealized, smoothedout version of the real, things tend to get a little spooky.
And digital media, in their near frictionless operation,
seem to kind of goad us on to do this, lure us into this
territory.
Take for instance this example from architecture (which is often cited as a classic of generative art – I don’t
know what you architects think of him, if you think of him at all…): Celestino Soddu, in 1987, published an
algorithm that could simulate the growth and change of an Italian medieval town based on what he called
its artificial DNA.

He took a purely formal, morphological
approach to this, and seems to have had in
mind, as a goal, the maintenance of a kind of
racial purity of architecture. He proposed to
use the algo to -as he called it- prevent “the
loss of a town identity” due to development
over long periods of time, or caused by the
introduction of architectural events that might
water down what he calls “the species”.
So his is a mono-cultural simulation,
hermetically sealed in a digital box, he could
produce infinite variations of the same,
conceived as an antidote, a kind of vaccine
against outside intruders.
This phenomenon, a kind of production of diversity against diversity, difference against difference and
progress against progress, is of course now commonplace in the world of computer games.
A lovely, crisp example is No Man’s Sky, which was released in summer 2016, and bombed.
It’s a massive multiplayer space exploration game in which players are free to perform within the entirety of
a procedurally generated, deterministic open universe.
Core to No Man’s Sky is that its virtual galaxy, including more than 18 quintillion (18 billion billion) planets,
whose life-forms, ecosystems,
and the behaviour of the spacebound factions are all created
through procedural generation
using deterministic algorithms
and random number generators.
So as you fly to a new planet,
that planet evolves to be ready
when you land, such that you, as
a player, can explore it, map it,
name it and virtually inhabit it,
hunt on it and exploit it for trade
if you want.
These images speak strongly to
that notion of a “new nature”, and again you can see the regressive esthetic of the emerging forms. The
designers have reverse engineered a universe that looks a lot like 70ies SiFi book covers.
It’s a space of near infinite virtual emergence from a complex system, but there is a kind of barrenness of
both, our imaginary and its esthetics.
(Is a lonely place, to boot: Hello Games, the publisher, estimates that more than 99.9% of the planets will
never be explored by players, and that the likelihood of meeting another player through chance encounters
is nearly zero.)
I think the attraction of such a smooth digital space is that although it is incomprehensibly vast, it operates

on a known set of rules. There’s great pleasure to be had from gaming, especially given that we are, in
everyday situations, constantly faced with rules beyond our control, disconcerting, ambiguous, arbitrary and
unwritten. There’s a utopian aspect to playing within a shared, overseeable rule set.
This gets me to the last problem I’d like to drag into the mix: “ludification” or “gamification”, a trend
that has in the last few years been pushed very consciously by marketers. Gamification is the adding, or
superimposition of a gaming layer on top of societal processes as a means to both, exert more control over
the consumer, and at the same time elicit greater participation from him.
Social networking, for instance, both to boost participation and gather more farmable data, has undergone
creeping gamification, and gone from a space for anarchic play with online identities to one driven more and
more by mock competition over visibility, likes, numbers of friends, and other markers of social success.
What happens through gamification is that playful, interactive processes that used to have open outcomes
become more rules-based. Its proliferation is of course both premised on and boosted by their mathematiszation.
I’d like to again enlist Roger Caillois’ help here, -the Frenchman’s- who also helped me in one of last semester’s
lectures, he who places forms of play on a continuum, a spectrum ranging from highly structured activities
with explicit rules (games), which he calls ludus, to paidia at the other end, paidia being unstructured and
spontaneous activities (playfulness). To recap, Caillois notes that in human affairs the tendency is always to
turn paidia into ludus, while established rules are also constantly subject to the pressures of paidia.
So there’s always a human drive, a subversive drive for freedom that pushes one way, from ludus towards
paidia, and conversely a fear of anarchic creativity -a need for a different kid of freedom, freedom from this
fear, freedom from the tyranny of uncertainty- that drives you the other way, towards rules-based play, or
gaming, and bureaucracy. (Graeber, 2015)
But with the emergence of digital simulation, this space of seemingly infinite formal variation has opened
up within the digital black box, which is really a space of pure ludus, but a space so vast, that it invites us to
perpetually confuse those two contradictory notions of freedom.
So what I am driving towards, what I am trying to parse is this hunch I have that the problem has something
to do with these abstraction-concretization machines we have been building for ourselves, these half-wayhouses for failed abstractions, and how smooth and palatial and seamless they have gotten in the digital
realm, such that we can get lost in them forever, that somehow, we’re perennially stuck having figured out
how to get something from nothing, and nothing from something.
And yes while there is something right about our instinct to introduce anarchic forms of play into those
vast, deterministic game spaces, as in for instance when we play with our online identities, it is the very
concretisation of –for instance- those identities (our identifying ourselves with them) that lead us to forget
the value of the abstracting labour, the real value that derives from the difference we made between us and
our avatars. (It’s a lot like our relationship to money: we’re not in trouble until we start to value money for
its own sake.)
A lot of artists seem to share this intuition, and have developed varying strategies to counter this bind. So
having spent the bulk of my allocated time laying out the problem, I’d like to look at some approaches to
solving it.
My question to visual art and esthetics in general here would be how it proposes to think outside the box, or
to keep the box open to its outside, to crack it, and on the occasion of the collapse of every medium into the
giant digital box, a moment of phase change when we can still see that wood for the trees, so to speak: what

strategies would art like to deploy to keep those cracks visible, and open?
I have attempted to come up with a few preliminary categories, and in this, have leant gratefully on an
article by Daphne Dragona, entitled “Counter-Gamification: Emerging Tactics and Practices Against the
Rule of Numbers”. By no means are our categories exhaustive or fixed, nor with clear boundaries, they pull
in differing directions, but bleed in to each other, too.
So five strategies, the first one “Desertion”, or a strategy of exodus, I’ll not get into, though it may be the
most pragmatic one, and there is a growing diaspora of not necessarily luddites, but people who refuse to
engage in the virtual as concrete.
Say we do engage the bad new things though. There are four main paths I can see, all overlapping. The first
is the documentary approach, which would include teaching, and scientific or epistemological investigation.
Within this strategy, I see a split (Smith, 2016) between a soberly distancing, and kind of experiential,
immersive documentary approach, the kind that Laura Poitras takes, for instance (this is her).
Poitras is a filmmaker and journalist, and in 2013 was one of the initial three journalists who met Edward
Snowden in Hong Kong to receive his trove of NSA documents.
Her show at the Whiney museum opens with five
large photographs that could be of prettily patterned
fabrics. They are, in fact, of inscrutable visualizations
of encrypted data that was intercepted from satellites
and drones by a surveillance centre, this one British, on
Cyprus. The images were part of the leaked Snowden
trove.
She starts the show
by confronting us
with this look of the
incomprehensible,
and then tries, using
immersive installation techniques, to parse it in terms of what it feels
like, by imposing, for instance, self-surveillance on the viewer through
the installation of cameras in a space (this one here) designed to make
you relax and feel you are at a safe distance from proceedings. Only to be
confronted, at the end of the show, with images of yourself as you were
lying there.
The other documentary approach is characterized by a desire to analyse
and to enlighten.
Erich Hunsader is
a good example, I
curated him into a show at Columbia and he was very
pleased that I insisted on calling him an artist. He
runs Nanex, a financial analysis company in Chicago,
and has been at the forefront of the fight against
high frequency trading outfits. The visualizations of
market and pricing data he produces still have that

look of the incomprehensible, but they are designed to parse data in a way that cracks the black box and
exposes dysfunctional market mechanisms that take place at speeds way beyond human reaction time. So
these visualisations slow down time and zoom in on key moments, making patterns legible.
And Hunsader is keen to teach anyone who is interested how to read these, to see what he can see.
Ok this is Trevor Paglen’s work. Paglen has been very busy looking at American surveillance culture, and
in his last exhibition, moved on to a more in-depth attempt to, as he sais, “to understand the invisible world
of machine-machine visual culture”. His most recent show in New York was called “A Study of Invisible
Images”. He showed a number of approaches to visualize
the internal workings of computer vision technology.
Here just two examples: This is an “Eigenface”. Eigenface
is a mathematical abstraction, a method used in facial
recognition software. Paglen has found a way of visualizing
it. An Eigenface is everything about the average of your
face that is distinct from the average of all faces, that is, the
algorithm proceeds by comparing a set of pictures known to
be of your face (the more of them the better), to the average
of a training set of as
many other human
faces as possible. So
this is a picture of
the abstraction that
is Frantz Fanon’s
face, minus everybody’s face. Paglen herewith, comments on the
re-colonisation of the subject. I hope you can see, thinking back,
the parallels to Francis Galton, the eugenicist from my lecture on
objectivity, and his composite portraits.
Ok now these works
of Paglen’s I’m jealous of. He calls these “Adversarially
Evolved Hallucinations”. These are generated by an
algorithm running on an artificial neural network, much
like Google’s deep dream, but Paglen trains this Ai not
using sets of common sense images, but corpuses of images
of “irrational things” chosen by Paglen, such as “Omens
and Portents” or “American Predators” or “Interpretation of
Dreams”. He then lets the machine interpret (as in, interpret
with it’s trained bias) and enhance and image, which he
harvests.
This one is called “Rainbow (Corpus: Omens and Portents)”,
this one “Highway of Death (Corpus: The Aftermath of the
First Smart War)” this is “Vampire (Corpus: Monsters of
Capitalism)”, this “A Prison Without Guards (Corpus: EyeMachines)”, “A Man (Corpus: The Humans)”.
Ok second strategy: Overidentification.
This involves a kind of insistence on the material, on that we are material beings and that the virtual will
have to meet us on that level. It also involves a kind of sardonic embrace of the issue. An attitude –often

flippant- that things are really quite simple, and that the principle opportunity afforded to us by the digital
is the opportunity to be lazy, to delegate as much as possible. Within this, two subcategories, deadpan
reduction, and uncanny realism.
Deadpan reduction is exemplified by Cory Arcangel (who
really isn’t lazy at all and has way too many ideas), but just
this one body of work of his: Photoshop gradients. They are
produced using Photoshop
colour gradient pre-sets,
making a document and then
giving it one single swipe, as
a gesture of a peculiar kind
of defiant condescension.
They are just named after
the particular Photoshop
version he used for each.
Angela Bulloch -again I’m
just showing one ongoing
body of work, (she also makes drawing machines and the
like) works with what she calls “pixel boxes” giant stackable
pixel cubes that can each display any colour at varying
luminosity. They often play back scenes from movies, very
beautiful, very physical, and empowering in the sense of
control they give you back, control to imagine what you
remember, by manifesting a kind of simplified presence of
the world of mediated images, held at a distance.
Craig Kalpakjian falls under the uncanny realism rubric, the
paranoid.
He rose to prominence with these renderings of dystopian
institutional spaces, spaces that are just a little too smooth and
hyper-real, where something is wrong, and you are probably
being watched…
This work of his is called “black box”. The box contains one of
those now obsolete Sony robot pet dogs –an Aibo– which bumps
around inside
all day, and once a day, will snap an image of –according
to its prospectus– “something it likes” and wirelessly send
it out from its prison. Prints of those images then go on the
wall around the box.
Kalpakjian is worried about surveillance, but also finds the
prospect of being watched by machines titillating, there’s
a kind of freedom, as we’ve observed, in minimizing one’s
agency.

Ok next are deliberate acts of unfaithful copy, in a smooth
transition from the paranoid.
First: glitches.
To me, the only memorable moment in the 1st Matrix
movie was the glitch cat. I’m sure you remember it if you’ve
seen the film: The cat sort of loops and does the same thing
twice in quick succession. The machines change the matrix
to trap the heroes, and these deja-vu moments tend to be the
first indication that anything is wrong. Wait, just downloaded the clip yesterday.
This ties into this, the two legged cat, an icon of The New
Aesthetic, an art movement of sorts (or maybe it’s just a
blog) that came out of England a few years ago and seems
to have fallen victim to it’s overly democratic, triumph-ofamateur ethos (given that the structure of any successful
art movement is that of a cartel).
So the two-legged cat is a product of Google street view,
a bad stitch, one of many glitches harvested by folks who
trawl the streets online.
It alludes, again, to this notion that there’s a whole new kind of life emerging from the digital, that digital
technology has accumulated to such a degree that it, that it “speaks” to us, in terms of our mentality,
subliminally and incessantly, and that there is “an eruption of the digital into the physical.” (Sterling, 2013)
Matthew Battles of MetaLab says that “central to the
New Aesthetic is a sense that we’re learning to “wave
at machines”—and that perhaps in their glitchy, buzzy,
algorithmic ways, they’re beginning to wave back in
earnest.
Its core is a catalogue of visible glitches like these, some
harvested, some produced, forced machine errors made
physical, like these cabinets, kind of cheesy, but kind of
cool.
But the strategy of unfaithful copy also leads to more
subversive works like this one I found on YouTube: This
guy, Parag Kumar Mital, wrote an algorithm that takes the weekly most watched music video, analyses
its structure, and then cannibalizes the 2nd to 10th ranked music videos of the same week to synthesize a
copy of the number one hit, using only sound snippets and
screen grabs from those other nine videos, always using
the material that sounds and looks closest to the video to
be synthesized.
It’s called a “youtube smash up”, here’s a bit of Pharell
William’s “Happy” – I think the sound is much more
interesting than the visuals.

OK this leads smoothly into my last strategy, Hypertrophy, that is, the strategy of growing things beyond their
proportions, of embracing production, but in a way that counters production. This involves overwhelming
the machine, drowning it in data to trigger acts of mis-measurement, and harvesting what the apparatus
belches up. Often, during those machine-spasms, we can glimpse something of the inner workings of the
machine. It’s a bit like hypnosis, or breaking a horse.
Ian Cheng is a friend. He says he thinks of his art practice
as kind of like progressive parenting – you set the initial
conditions and rules, and see what breaks but also what
unexpected behaviors emerge.
So this piece of his is called “Abax Siluria“, it’s a sort of
primordial swamp and futuristic sandbox in one, in which
some cracked consumer electronics are left to struggle on
their own, and it’s kind of spellbinding to behold.
His current work consists of simulations whose stated duration is “infinity”, in which he combines materiial
gathered using motion capture technology, with virtual
objects that he imbues with a little bit of artificial intelligence.
But I’m going to show you clips from a couple of fixed durations
videos he has harvested using such simulations. These are
from a few years ago, and what starts quite calmly, tends to
escalate into this spasmodic dance of misunderstandings.
So he engineers a clash of quasi-photographic material with
digital creatures or spaces. It retains, in it’s dysfunctionality,
a kind of vitality.
This is a music video he produced for the band “Liars”.
And this video is called “This Papaya Tastes Perfect” I like a lot (the
sound is a bit upsetting) a work made together with Madeline Hollander,
an artist and choreographer. Again, what I like in his work is that the work
itself embodies contradiction, is a model of conflict, between belief and
simultaneous skepticism, agency and its denial, and in the end, a model of
production against production.
Ok I’m last, not because I think I have any answers, really, but because I’ve
sort of worked backwards from thinking about my work for this lecture, and
then tried to tell that story in order. I’m also a man cursed with too many
ideas, but I want to show you just two bodies of work of mine.
When first arriving in town, in 2010, I took to going down to Wall Street
every morning, and photographing finance workers on their way to work,
from one spot, outside Deutsche Bank, 60 Wall Street. What emerged and
what I was frustrated by is a large series (here just a few), a kind of humanist
typology of finance industry workers.
And being frustrated by both, humanist photography and seriality in photography, I decided to feed the
pictures to an edge recognition and blob extraction (it’s really called that) engine that tries to interpret the data
you feed it, and then constructs a new frame. (So it also has a feedback structure, computer vision to computer

image generation, that we
have seen.) It is usually
employed to slow down
video footage, to make
new, artificial frames
between existing ones.
So I overwhelmed its
capabilities with disparate
data, and what I got, what
I harvested, are these
mutants, which I’m quite pleased with. (Again, just a few).
The last body of work, or rather, line of work of mine I’d like
to show you grew out of this:
While at grad school, not too long ago, I explored two aspects
of photography:
– The notion that there is a kind of equivalence between
photography and money, that their codes work in similar
ways in terms of how they shape our minds and society.
– And secondly photography’s tendency to create both a
sense of closeness, of hugging things close and keeping them,
preserving them and its simultaneous distancing function,
the sense of remove from the world it facilitates – so this
splitting thing photography does.
This is from a show called “Greedy Fish”
So what I did is to
go progressively closer, literally photographing smaller and smaller
things, to the point where now, in terms of imagery, I am, I hope,
starting to blur the boundary
between the very small and the
monumental, the near and the
far.
To this end, I engaged in a kind of photographic hardware arms race –
this is my microphotography rig in its current state in my studio.
Mircrophotography is a thing
old men do in garden sheds,
everyone builds their own rig
and solutions, and I hung out
on their online forums for a
good year researching this
and building my own.
If you Google microphotography you will see that 95% of the
genres consists of images of bugs and minerals. That seems to be what these machines want, eyes of flies,

intricate microstructures.
The problem you have, optically, when photographing really tiny things, is that the depth of field becomes
extremely shallow, with my rig, I’m down to maybe 2 or 3 thousandth of a millimeter. The way around this
is to take many shots at different depths, and then use a focus-stacking algorithm, to fuse that image data
into one hyper-focused image.
So bugs and minerals it is: I tend to stick to that, feed the machine what it wants.
I am however much more interested in what happens when the machine, in this case both, the mechanical and
optical device, and the algorithm start to crack, when communication stops being seamless, that boundary,
where misunderstandings start creeping in, and you can see the machine sputter and think, so to speak. Here
for instance these spectral highlights, and lens flares are interpreted as part of the object by the computer
vision. Or these swirly, cloudy areas, for instance, are way out
of focus parts of the image that the program tries to interpret.
Here see these altitude lines – the focus stacking algo here works
via an extrapolated, speculative depth map it creates from the
2D data you feed it, based on which it re-assembles the image,
and I have tweaked its parameters to reveal the boundaries, the
steps.
In a way, I am trying to find that sweet spot, a little like in
the photography of this
obsessive Flickr user,
these exploding fruit and
vegetables caught in the
moment just before the
thing photographed loses
its integrity completely,
where it cracks, and its
inners are starting to reveal
themselves. It’s that attempt
to inflate the balloon to just the point before it pops.
And further, I hope that these images read as romantic landscapes, in
my mind they relate to, say, John Martin, (whose work I showed you when relating it to Hubble telescope
imagery - here “The Day of His Wrath”), this very explicit high kitsch Victorian Romanticism, which
of course also ties into a lot of current SiFi
imagery, and I hope reveals something, in
it’s embrace of it, about aesthetic regression.
I have started showing these in galleries,
combined with sculptures –ready-mades–
found objects that I subject to simple
interventions: this is a German tanning bed
base, sprayed 18% Kodak grey.
Rather than photographic objects, I think of
them as objects-as-photographs.

Lately though, things have
evolved further. I’ve been
pushing the machine just that
little bit further, beyond the
landscape towards something
more like Hubble telescope, like
astronomical photography. So to
the point where looking at them
is a lot like cloud-watching, like
looking at a Rorschach test plate. So I’ve stared splitting and folding
them out into these suggestive near-symmetries, like a cabinetmaker
would split veneer.
These Rorschach tests live
alongside
these
diagrams
here, flow charts of the tax
optimisation structures of large
multinational firms that I have
emptied out and made into something like pages of a conceptual
colouring book. I consider this to be a photographic process: the
collecting and repurposing of intricate structures, such that they may
be filled with new meaning.
To me, the engagement and entanglement with the digital has had a
couple of benefits. The first being that it clarifies that photographs
emerge through a dialogue with a machine, and as such, it expands
the field of what we can think, when we think photography. And this
expansion is what enables me to come around to thinking of photographs as useful products of -and catalysts
for- a self-reflexive practice.
It clarifies that what we do when we make photographs is that we produce an army of ghosts, and what I’d
like those ghosts to remind us of is the living.
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