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ABSTRACT 
The premise of this essay is to investigate the ‘Objecthood’ of the digital image. It cannot be denied 

that the rise in the use of digital technologies has caused a severe break from photographic material 

continuity, inspiring a heightened investigation of its virtual capabilities. How then do we uncover the 

identity of this new digital material whilst it is in a state of perennial 'crisis'? 
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CHAPTER ONE 

DIGITILISATION: USE AND UBIQUITY 
 

Photography is most often presented as being in a state of ‘crisis’. Although this position is not unique 

to photography, it does however create great difficulty in placing digital photography within the larger 

spectrum of artistic practice. Whilst digitalisation is a clear symbol of technological expansion –  

liberating photography from its confinement to documentary –  it also caused the digital image to lose 

its credibility. Digital images were no longer believed to be documents of reality. In its proximity to 

the Internet – thus copious amounts of online consumption - artificiality became the focal point of 

this enhanced mechanism. Thus, as the material continues to react to our fast-paced online culture, 

our physical connection to reality - that photography mediates - is undoubtedly struggling during this 

epoch. The digital image now more than ever endeavours to find balance between its own insatiability 

and its role as the purveyor of ‘truth’. However, despite photography’s unique position in-line with 

the new demands of how information is digested, the material still appears to be spread too thinly for 

the variety of its uses as we approach yet another transitional period (VR technologies). Above all else, 

digitalisation was the defining moment of discontinuity within photographic practice as the material 

gambled its unique representational character for dominance in the everyday.  

As the definitions and capabilities of new media1 continue to evolve, how then do we discuss the 

identity of a material that is in a state of flux? The bias nature of discourse that posits crisis as a ‘given’ 

when discussing the digital image, in my opinion, could not be further from the truth. Whilst it is quite 

possible that photography in the everyday represents a gross mistreatment of the material – 

expounding the notion of crisis - I remain unsure as to whether the label of crisis is indicative of the 

problem that digital photography suffers from. Thus, it is a question of identity that continues to 

overwhelm photographic discourse. 

                                                           
1 New Media is a catchall term used to define all manipulated, networkable and interactive digital technologies. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

A ‘CRISIS’ OF PRACTICE 
 

Considering the variance in photography’s applications, it is no wonder that criticisms of the digital 

material persists. Irregardless of its long history in its proximity to the internet, or the technological 

environment in which photography matured, one of the only plausible conclusions that can be gained 

from discourse discussing digital media is the that of a ‘liaison’, which implies mutual influence 

(interaction) between two or more materials.  

Key to the liberating power of the digital was the user who began to approach the material from a 

wholly different angle. In this respect, the user had its fair share of experimentation. Digitalisation 

prompted the question of what photography is now since it became a mode of practice modeled by 

the amateur. This is confirmed by Rosalind Krauss in A Voyage on the North Sea: Art in The Age of the 

Post-Medium Condition (2000) who argued that key to fulfilling the promise of photography was the 

“amateur, non-professionalised character of its earliest, pre-commercialised practice, as artists, and 

writers…” (p.46). Not only was the amateur inspired by the photographic revolution, but they were 

skilled in the manipulation of its contents as the genre became permeated with amateur sensibilities. 

Thus, imbued with artistic competence, the amateur evolved into the producer-consumer who lead 

the way in cultivating aesthetic sensibility. In its move towards usership - usership manifesting itself 

as an unexpected alternative for the digital material in the post-medium condition - the genre 

instigated a redefinition of the individual’s obligations where a passive spectator no longer exists. 

Throughout a series of compelling debates discussing new media technologies2 for the first time an 

entire generation actively participated in a singular discussion; art after the affirmation of media 

(Weibel, 2006). In this text Weibel considers the demise of singular media categorisation, describing 

instead a more generalised constellation of materials that determine each other in a peculiar kind of 

                                                           
2 To name a few: Krauss. R, Art in Age of the Post-Medium Condition (2000); Manovich. L, Post Medium Aesthetics (2000-); Weibel. P, Post-Media 
Condition (2006); Beshty. W, Exceptional Position of Photography within the (Art) World (2012) [Fotomuseum] 
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hybridity. Therefore, the alteration of individual media is made universal in the moment where 

aesthetics is determined behind a computer screen becoming post-media art. The new paradigm of 

practice that was removed from the fiction of the traditional art market3 precipitating a new spatial 

dimension for digital images. Thus, what is expected from digital objects evolved much faster than 

those secured by Modernism4, as a practical understanding of ‘pictures’ became essential. 

Unencumbered by aesthetic and material convention the user-producer fiercely began to grapple with 

the photography in its new digital form, steering discourse. In this respect, then, experimentation has 

much to do with the present-day crisis within photography in which it became clear that there was no 

agenda; here it can be argued that the computer and the Internet are examples of serious and 

damaging fragmentation, with photography as its anchor. Similarly, a discussion of identity must also 

consider the impact of ubiquity. Digital images, when experienced online serve no obvious function 

than what feels like visual overload in online environments, ubiquity confirming the commercialisation 

of images. The near-constant timeline of images that proliferates the internet characterise what can 

only be described as the shrivelling of photographic meaning. Ubiquity has and, continues, to blurred 

the creative distinctions that separate the different types of digital images which are encountered in 

the same space. But it is not so easy to put forward an issue of ‘use’ to resolve perceived photographic 

crisis as few limits placed on digital images in the everyday. It is however useful to acknowledge its 

criticisms in attempt to present a case of how ubiquity has impacted upon the genre; photographic 

grammar must become less prescriptive and more descriptive, which will facilitate our understanding 

of the changing nature of the genre. 

Specificity5, as discussed by Krauss (2000) is a useful vantage upon which to begin any discussion of 

digital photography. Following her critical refusal of the Greenbergian concept of purity between 

media, Krauss posits hybridity as the core of contemporary art practice. Because of hybridity digital 

                                                           
3 Such as strict hierarchal categorisation and longstanding specificity concerns  
4 Such as self-referential exploration, aesthetic introspection and practical experimentation. 
5 Specificity was discussed at length by Clement Greenberg in Modernist Painting (1960). It defines as the manipulation of the material characteristic 
qualities of a raw material to fulfil the promise contained in the medium that can be used to bring the artwork into existence: For example, in painting 
specificity emphasises literal flatness and abstraction over illusionism and figuration. 
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images were being constructed in new and profound ways, engendering an unparalleled artificial 

quality to digital images. For example, by utilising digital editing software entire images and the spaces 

within them could be fabricated, confounding the notion of representational photography. Digital 

images were no longer the result of strict perceptual inspection. They are photographs only in the 

minor; technological transformation engendering a style of image that were an accumulation of digital 

(pixels) data. Such images severed the act of representation. Take for example the artifice of the 

photographs of French photographer Lauren Marsolier whose renders artificial non-spaces within her 

image borders. Liberated from any one single point of representation, she fabricates vast landscapes 

in her attempt to bridge between the physical landscape and the mindscape of the mind. 

As photography moved away from the realm of practical experience, escaping its definition of an 

aesthetic shorthand (Vierkant, 2010), the genre become very unlike its older counterpart. In this 

respect digitalisation showcase the “redemptive obverse [truth] of the technology itself” (Krauss, 

2000, p.46). It is here that the argument of liberation – and what appears to be the mediums ability 

to find new purpose in the everyday, online – comes into play. Digitalisation betrayed the 

retrospective attitude cast towards photography, revealing itself to be a durable, progressive, versatile 

entity. 

Consider the duality in the discussion of digital photography: regarding a material that simultaneously 

redeems the new technological environment and renders its own core aims obsolete6; This 

problematic association becomes another hurdle in the discussion of photographic identity. On this 

topic Walead Beshty considers the apocalyptic theorisation of the photograph which affirms the 

notion of crisis, categorising the internal struggle of the photographic material as a concrete aesthetic 

tool. Nevertheless, it is not so easy to define the identity of a material that exists within an arena 

already preoccupied with labels, definitions and categorical boundaries.  In the case of digital 

photography however, because there are many factors that influence a discussion of identity, one 

                                                           
6 Concerns the ‘priorities’ of photography as conceived in the moment of its birth which have persisted throughout photography’s history. These 
include: documentation, representation and preservation. 
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such affirmation will be of little help in remedying the photographic situation. It remains that no one 

currently possess the expertise required to digest digital images in “the photo-sensitive present […] 

market by a loss of texture and authenticity inherent to old photographic technologies (Lister, 1995 

p.179), which has fundamentally altering the ethics of the image object.  

The unique materiality of the digital photographic object has been decidedly affected by the process 

of deskilling. In its application to the arts deskilling describes the devaluation of artistic skill in the 

modern period; the elimination of many of the processes required to create a piece of art, effectively 

reducing the barrier to entry. 

“[Deskilling is…]  a concept of considerable importance in describing 

numerous artist endeavours throughout the twentieth century with relative 

precision. These are linked in their persistent effort to eliminate artisanal 

importance and others forms of virtuosity of both artist competence and 

aesthetic valuation” (Buchloh in Foster. H, Art Since 1900 [2004], p.531). 

As such, deskilling was met with great unease. The attack on skill becomes of great concern for John 

Roberts who in Art After Deskilling (2010) wrote extensively about recast vision of the digital 

photographer: 

“In fact, art’s development and its social constraints are precisely 

interdependent. […] This means, in turn, that the cognitive demands of the 

‘new’ and art’s openness to new meaning are not in themselves in a state of 

desuetude” (p.94). 

Photography forges on as a model of practice that was confronted with the pervasive power of digital 

media in an act of convergence. Krauss, touching upon the same topic, attempts to further bring 

legibility to the term post-mediation - working with computers - declaring that experimentation with 

oppositional pairings is “specific to the site on which it occurs” (Krauss, 2000, p.12). Take for example 

the convergence of photography and the Internet (circa 1995) which fundamentally reorganised visual 
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pictorial culture. Krauss understands that the transmutation of photography was not at all random, 

but symptomatic of the experimental nature of the internet network structure, lacking any strict 

censorship controls. This is of course expounded by the hand-made quality of digital images that 

proliferate the internet which pertain to a noticeably artificial, postmodern aesthetic. Therefore, the 

idea that photography’s virtual interactions were unplanned is reductionist. From this view, digital 

photography in all its complexity was expected, even sought after, before it ever existed. Despite 

Krauss’ persuasive affirmation of post-mediation, it seems more convincing to illustrate an image of a 

technology which realised that convergence was tantamount to survival.  In such cases, the levelling 

between amateur and professional directly precipitated photographic evolution. However, in our 

haste to ride the digital tide we have “overlooked the moment when […photography] transformed 

into something else entirely different, something that already escapes our capacity to name it. Beyond 

any doubt, what we are dealing with today has greater potential” (Ludwinnski, 1970/1, p.139). 

As photography sought to align itself with the new technological base of twentieth century production 

(and reproduction) that flourished under Modernism, the photographer exchanged their skills for a 

more executive or technical role (Roberts, 2010). But ‘exchange’ does not necessarily mean loss7. In 

purging the prevailing skills of the academy and the salon, photography redefined the technical skills 

necessary in the creation of (digital) photographs in the new media environment; in short reskilling. 

Skills such as clarity of form by the expulsion of unnecessary ornateness, as technological selection 

allowed the genre to define its autonomy. But, there can be of course no critical future for art without 

experiencing disjunction with the traditions of the institutions that have brought art into being. 

Photographers became attuned to the needs of this new material, whilst benefitting from experience 

with its analogue predecessor. Thus, collaboration with other technical subjects allowed photography 

to revive itself by taking on the language of the sciences. As such, reflections on skill have irretrievably 

                                                           
7 The notion of technical collapse is not strictly true. Looking at the growth of photography from the 1990s onwards, we see the repositioning of skill 
within a deeper dialectic of artistic practice. This argument was particularly widespread in the second half of the twentieth century in Europe as new 
capitalist social conditions challenged artists to tackle the problem of representation outside of the prevailing academic institutional arrangement. 
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become part of the restless positioning of photography’s relationship to its own traditions amidst 

transformation (Roberts, 2010). More specifically, that since the 60’s (post-conceptualism) we have 

seen the degradation of skill on multiple levels, irredeemably changing the technical base of art. Media 

co-relations have resulted in new forms of representation; new principles of structuring and staging 

words; creating time-space relationships; developing new modes of perception; generating new 

cultural, social and psychological meanings. Photography was no longer confined by its framed edges. 

It became a cross-disciplinary practice embedded in everyday collective experience, as “the singular-

discrete artistic object is dissolved into the functional demands of material transformation” 

(Kattenbelt, 2008, p.91). 

In my opinion, crisis is a symptom of digitisation not a conclusion of it. Not only does the label neglect 

to identify what aspect of the photographic apparatus is suffering, but also how to remedy the 

situation. Such conclusions however are suitable maintained only because they are vague. Let’s take 

for example the case of crisis as it remains so central to this discussion. The Oxford English Dictionary 

gives the earliest meaning of the word ‘crisis’, dating back to the early Seventeenth Century as a “time 

of intense difficulty or danger where an important decision must be made”. In the case of 

photography, the label of crisis is an entirely appropriate response to the ubiquitous position of 

photography in the everyday. On the other hand, it is an inappropriate label as it implies that the 

current position photography requires reversal. Perhaps then, the crisis label should not be read so 

literally. The insensitivity of labels which misdiagnose the current photographic situation remain 

central to prolonged misunderstanding of photographic identity. On this subject, Beshty’s confirms 

vernacular (language) misuse in the confusion of material continuity (Beshty, 2012). This asserts that 

hesitancy towards photography is bound up in material convention which is a central consideration 

when discussing the digital image. Similarly, the assumed synonymy of words relating to ‘images’ - 

also considered by Beshty - is important considering the frequency with which the crisis label appears 

within discourse. 
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Consider this: the definition of crisis is useful only when 1) considering the future of photography now 

that convergence is complete. This definition characterises the abstract space that presently occupies 

having reached critical mass in the consumer market, digital technologies having been embedded into 

all forms of communication as a self-sustaining digital ‘space’; or 2) when characterising dwindling 

photographic continuity and the real and present “threat that digital technology poses for the faith 

we have had in the special truth value of photographs” (Wells, 2000, p.306).  

The diminished ‘truth-value’ of photographic images is perhaps the biggest hurdle to digital 

technologies. The despair felt by those who are distrusting of the fakery that digital objects, and who 

mourn the loss of photographic continuity, photography has sacrificed characteristics endemic to its 

very core nature, such as truth and objectivity. The truth is that for the past 20 years we all have been 

adapting to a new set of rules that we are barely conscious of - something natural and therefore 

unnoticed - and it has fundamentally changed us. We are increasingly participating in society that is 

entirely mediated by digital images. The Internet has however endowed us with one important 

additional factor: technological selection means, which means that we only deal with the ‘mediated 

image’. With all this in mind, the genre must now make a very difficult and important decision; where 

next? 

On this topic Betshy declared that it is not a crisis for the medium as such - but a methodological 

problem (Beshty, 2012) - that can be overcome. In this respect, the dilemma of how semiotics 

(symbolic meaning) are applied to aesthetic objects remains a key aggravator in the persistence of the 

crisis label; The “frequent confusion of a crisis of practice, for one of theorisation” (Beshty, 2012) once 

again demonstrates an issue of language8. Comparably, Stephen Wright in Towards a Lexicon of 

Usership (2013) argues that the lexicon (vocabulary) of usership should be repurposed towards a user-

focused wordscape. Because it is the user as producer-consumer who plays a key role in the production 

of meaning and value of digital images, is it not right then that a similar usological turn happen in the 

                                                           
8 This dilemma directly concerns way we talk about art, especially photography. The impoverished nature of photographic language that has not yet 
evolved past its use of ‘hyper’-this, ‘post’- that in its attempt to discuss the genres wider concerns. 
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language of our network culture? Even more strange in my mind is that the two have not evolved 

together. Wright, much like Beshty, points to a need for language to reach practice standards. 

Therefore, it is the breakdown between practice and language that promotes “a general 

misunderstanding of where this problem truly lies” (Beshty, 2012, pg.1). 

Riding the hyphen is an appropriate term to express the dilemma of language that photography 

continues to suffer from; Its reliance on hyphenation to express material, technological or theoretical 

advances within the genre. Hyphenation however is a poor remedy for a constantly changing situation. 

The producer-consumer however needs to start thinking and speaking in terms of actual behaviour. 

This is where its power will come from. This is where photography will give itself the opportunity to 

truly become autonomous. 

Photography is not confined to the two-dimensional machine-dependent 

realm, but processes and techniques from various disciplines are juxtaposed 

and layered on top of each other, creating hybridised end products that defy 

easy categorisation (Mediated Images Press Release, 2015) 

There is a boundlessness to the photographic material implied within this press release. It is no wonder 

then that we struggle to speak properly about photography as we are still unable to comprehend the 

true nature of its hybridised objects. As it stands digital images defy logic; No longer do they look like 

photographs; No longer are they achieved by means of clicker and shutter. They are no longer 

representational. They cannot be examined. They are ephemeral. They can be copied and distributed 

instantly without degradation in quality. They bear no physical weight. They are constructs.  

“By this definition, I believe that it’s clear that a digital photograph is not a photograph. They are 

simulacra, it connection to the real thing severed and replaced by its connection with a string of 0s 

and 1s stored in a computer file” (Benson, 2013). This typifies the current predicament of digital 

photography; that audiences are no longer convinced of the authenticity of digital images. Take for 

example the ongoing photo-series of image-based artist John Rafman titled 9 Eyes of Google Street 
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View (2008-ongoing). The images curated within the project expound the predicament regarding the 

truth-value of digital images. Rafman is a paradoxical example. The images contained with the project 

are evidential, objective in their aesthetic and compositional style, but with modern implications; 

resembling unbiased, aesthetically imperfect tableaus and at the same time sublime, uncanny action-

shots (fig 1), exposing the absurd and self-contradictory nature of the virtual. 

 

[Fig 1] Untitled, 9 Eyes of Google Street View, John Rafman (2008-ongoing) 

The attractiveness of Rafman’s photo-series is the way he chose to explored this new, virtual world; 

the free-flowing arrangement of unconnected moments. Aesthetically the images are raw, distancing 

the audience whilst at the same time exhibiting the neutral gaze of documentary photographs. As 

Rafman’s only curates the photographs he has limited capacity to demonstrate the sensitivities and 

agenda of a human photographer. But irrespective of this fact Rafman’s style is identifiable, he is still 

able to impose his own codes of meaning throughout the series, signalling the power of technological 

selection. Despite this however, how can we trust the origin of these images? Digital images are 

wrenched from any societal context. This refers to the objective sterility of Google’s images, neutral 

in its perception and without any real agency. As such, Rafman privileges everyday experience in a 

way that Google cannot. 

“Thus, the way Google Street View records physical space [has] restored the appropriate balance 

between photographer and subject” (Rafman, 2009). Hee continues, 

 “It allowed photography to accomplish what cultural critic and film theorist 

Siegfried Kracauer viewed as his mission, ‘to represent significant aspects of 
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physical reality without trying to overwhelm that reality so that the raw 

material focused upon is both left intact and made transparent’” (ibid.)9 

 

[Fig 2] Untitled, 9 Eyes of Google Street View, John Rafman (2008-ongoing) 

Despite the allure of Rafman’s photo-series, we can only admire the warped sense of depth contained 

within the photos that undoubtedly illustrating an ever-growing visual grammar. Notwithstanding our 

ongoing fascination with this ongoing series, what is most alarming is the tendency of the viewer to 

see intention, which as we know was not a consideration of GSV software. As such, in our attempt to 

get the balance of having recording everything, yet there being no particular significance accorded to 

any one thing, how do we assign value? The fragmentary expressions of digital images demonstrate 

the disempowering force of the digital camera, which has stolen the significance of the human gaze 

(fig 2). As such, the power of Rafman’s series lies in his ability as curator to make human introspection 

significant once again. 

 

                                                           
9 Siegfried Kracauer in Theory of Film: The Redemption of Physical Reality (1997), p.23 
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[Fig 3] Untitled, No Monuments While Travelling, Mario Pucic (2016) 

Comparably, the photographs of Croatian photographer Mario Pucic possess a shocking level of visual 

sterility. No Monuments While Traveling (2016) is a series of photographs by Croatian photographer 

Mario Pucic captured in a variety of locations; Pucic similarly preferring to privilege the ‘unremarkable’ 

in the locations that he visits. With no signifiers of locality, we recognise only a mimicking resemblance 

to the real, despite Pucic’s assertions of the reality of these spaces.  As such, it becomes impossible to 

differentiate between that which is presented as true and that which is false. Pucic’s mode of self-

referential exposure – the deceptive lowering of photographic intention – causes a perversion of 

resemblance itself (fig 3). Thus, his spaces within his images appears so far removed from its rooted 

source that it displaces the sustainability of images existence in the first instance. Pucic’s structure-

less aesthetic maintains its tangibility only if we accept its existence in actuality, overlooking its alien 

like visual quality. Pucic’s photographs, like Marsolier’s work beseech the question of whether artistic 

production is beyond materiality? 

In Conventions, Conditions and Practices of Photography Conceived as a Systems of Relations (2012) 

Walead Beshty argues that: 

“The peculiar instability of photographic meaning has led many on a fool’s 

errand, leaving its history littered with false ontologies and misplaced 

certainties, diverting attention from the political implications of aesthetics 

to the phantasmagoric world of likenesses. This is not unique of 

photography, but perhaps photography is exemplary of this confusion” 

(Beshty, 2012) 

What is suggested here is that an investigation of photographic meaning has always been problematic 

(‘littered with false ontologies’), having cultivated a definition of photographic meaning based upon 

falsitude. As discussed earlier, such confusion surrounds concerns what particular kind of thing 

(digital) photography is, Beshty implicating its role in the politics of aesthetics through its simulation 
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of the outside world. That the psychological implications of visualising simulated spaces - “we are 

forced to accept as real the existence of the object reproduced” (Bazin, 1967, p.13) – has radically 

warped our sense of perception. Hence, investigating what photography is ‘in-itself’ remains vital, as 

we have all too easily been swept up in the fantasy of our transcendence into a dematerialised world 

(Beshty, 2012). What essential feature would enable the digital photographic material to distinguish 

itself from the community of images? In this respect, Beshty’s earlier declaration of the ‘fragility of 

photographic meaning’ is a compelling statement to make, especially when considering that the 

photographic material is most often used for the categorisation of different objects. Rather 

conveniently, this turns the conversation back towards an investigation of language; Beshty draws 

special attention to the language of those who forecast digital behaviour in the use of the phrase 

‘misplaced certainties’. But because their speculation is based upon false ontologies (categorisations), 

this has created an affective dimension in discourse. William J. Mitchell in The Reconfigured Eye: Visual 

Truth in the Post-Photographic Era (1994) similarly describes the “ineradicable fragility of our 

ontological distinctions between the imaginary and the real” (pg. 225); Mitchells tacit implication of 

the weakened ‘truth-value’ of photography - irrevocably subverting photographic certainties – 

highlights the welcomed opportunity to break free from reference once and for all (Buse, 2010). A 

dark shadow therefore is cast over digital images; They are images without likeness, “images without 

any consciousness” (Flusser, 2000, p.25)  

“The digital image has no umbilical connection to the real – a world made 

up of surfaces without depth and proliferating simulacra, which are not 

copies of reality but self-sustaining fictions. These features of our 

surrounding culture inexorably and involuntarily alter our sense of what 

does and what does not count as reality, and of the various categories to 

which things can be assigned” (Benson, 2013). 
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However, although the artist may a master of a given technical process – digital-imaging manipulation 

for instance – “this does not determine our judgement of the artist’s skill overall” (Roberts, 2010, 

p.93). Transformation must defend itself against that which it has replaced. 

 “Art may have freed itself from its artisanal bonds, and taken on a 

conceptual and interdisciplinary identity, but it is also necessary to defend 

its interests as art against its systematic misuse, assimilation and 

containment by the culture as a whole […] to define its own autonomy as art 

in the face of these constraints” (ibid.). 

Here another discussion of Lauren Marsolier feels appropriate; her 3-part photographic series titled 

Transitions (2005- 2013) demonstrates a style of practice evolving rapidly in contemporary 

photography; simulacrum: an image without the qualities of the original (distorted’ simulation). As 

such, her images are entirely fictional (in a sense), despite being referred to as ‘photographs’. 

Marsolier’s capacity therefore to use the label comes from the fact that the rooted source of her 

images exists in actuality – albeit not in the composition -  hence my earlier sentiments of in a sense. 

Marsolier slowly shapes the composition of images by layering multiple photographs on top of one 

another, searching for a definitive form. As such, she is no longer bound by strict representational 

forces. Each composition is entirely its own – “an utter transparency, the presence of thing in its 

absence” (Lechte, 2012) contributing to the world of simulacra by generating “models of the real 

without origin: a hyperreal” (a heavily exaggerated representation of reality) as Baudrillard describes 

in Simulacra and Simulation (1981). 
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[Fig 4] Image no. 13 of 13, Transitions - Part 1, Lauren Marsolier (2005-13) 

The larger discussion relating to this series reflects upon the diminishing nature of purely perceptual 

photography, Marsolier opting to explore a ‘sensed’ reality. She creates disorientating images that are 

both familiar, yet non-identifiable; uncanny no-where spaces (fig 4.). Her work “probes our 

relationship to a globalising world, marked by a loss of its certainties” (Marsolier, 2012), fabricating 

an experimental bridge between ‘the self’ and the outside world. Marsolier’s work is possible only 

because of digital technology – which has considerably reduced spatial boundaries – relocating the 

‘mind-body’ of the viewer into a “limbo-like in-between state, between fiction and document, 

between virtual and visual reality” (Melrod, 2015), the viewer ‘e-scapes’ into a divergent world, as 

described by curator William M. Hunt in Here. Now. Nowhere (2014). Marsolier work is hyperreal, and 

despite the obvious artificiality of her work it cannot be denied that her images possess photographic 

intention – viewer-orientated perspective – which has always been the goal of photography. 

Marsolier’s photographs are at their most powerful when they do not display any specific markers, 

the image uncluttered and unembellished. Take for example fig 4; Consider the subtleties of its tone, 

its straightforward perspective and its muted composition. There is such duality to the image 

contained within the image: genuine and unexceptional, yet stagnant and eerie. The image gives no 

indication of its location in space-time, leaving the viewer to ponder where such a place could 

potentially exist. As such it becomes very difficult to orientate yourself within the image – our 

memories apply meaning into the image as if it was a blank artists canvas about to be painted – as 

Marsolier allows for a new, creative visual vocabulary to emerge. 
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Even in photography’s adulthood, the inventiveness of its improvisation has greatly disrupted the 

continuity of the genre. Because the mechanics of photography which remained roughly the same for 

nearly a century underwent massive alteration – which was perceived as ‘loss’ – this has thrown the 

entire genre into disarray. Furthermore, the clear attempts at fabrication has seen the digital image 

was squandered, copied and altered ad infinitum, inextricably tied-up within all the other versions of 

that very same picture. 

  



19 
 

CHAPTER THREE 

(‘IM’-) MATERIALITY 
 

“[So], what [if anything] has emerged from this extended enquiry into the aesthetic, social, and 

affective conditions of the digital technology?” (Ribas, 2013, p.173). As ontological shifts engendered 

by digital technologies has rendered the photographic object increasingly immaterial (Plummer et al., 

2012), photography has succeeded in establishing itself as the language of dematerialisation. This has 

of course had massive implications on consumption - detachment from reality as the viewer relied on 

photography’s material (chemical) constitution which is understood in the act of consumption – which 

is growing ever-more dependent on the exposure that the virtual provides. As reality became 

increasingly mediated by digital images - the relationship between reality and fantasy explored near-

exclusively behind the computer screen - this has irretrievably affected our understanding of the 

photographic material, the viewer no longer able to distinguish between objective reality and the 

simulated one. The self-referential nature of digital photography “draws attention to the essentially 

de-realised character of the image” (Osborne, 2010, p.67). 

In the case of photography, digitalisation is to consider photography in an infinite field of visualisations 

(the data file), dematerialisation occurring on two levels: 1) relating to material state; digital images 

are afforded the luxury existing exclusively behind the screen, as a coded, unchanging image and 2) 

relating to visual structure (perceptual abstraction); that simulates realities which do not exist. 

Digitalisation however meant much more than the idea that photography is disappearing. It signaled 

the emergence of a ‘new’ medium altogether; A material that is no longer ‘singular’. It is a 

constellation of factors that overlooks basic visual representation. For example, consider the duality 

of the work of Lauren Marsolier who combines her image in a paradoxical way, “so it causes disbelief, 

confusion. You don’t know whether to trust the image” (Melrod, 2015).  The empty perfection of her 

constructs (fig 5) generates just enough friction to maintain the images soulless existence, achieved 
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exclusively through her conscious sanitisation of composition and be means of technological selection 

(Knoblauch, 2016). 

              

[Fig 5] Image no. 5 of 15, Dislocation (2015-16), Lauren Marsolier 

It follows that in the period following Modernism the degradation of technique became the ultimate 

symbol of quality. In photography’s attempt to meet its audience halfway, Michael Corris in The Un-

Artist (2012) declares that “the head and hand was divided” as the dematerialisation of the 

photographic image-object occurred. 

We are thinking about how photography as a medium has disappeared, and 

rethought as variously a condition, an event, an idea (Plummer et al., 2012) 

We all “must accept that technology has deprived the medium of its old mimetic [representational] 

functions, but also dispel the idea that it could reach a more true, profound, elevated reality” 

(Wallenstein, 2011, pg. 7). Wallenstein in Nihilism, Art and Technology (2011) warns his audience of 

the divergent nature of digital photography opposed to superiority of it. In many ways, his speculation 

is two-fold: recognising the duality of destruction that empties tradition and reveals ‘new’ 

construction, which is key in fulfilling retroactive possibility. Wallenstein’s examination similarly 

reveals the oppositional status of ‘art’ and ‘technology’, something that many once thought 

photography had united in a “constellation of truth” (p.18) as Martin Heidegger suggests in The 

Question Concerning Technology (1977). He continues: “the essence of technology is by no means 
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anything technological” (p.1); “The essence of technology does not lie in any particular function, use, 

or application, but in a certain way of disclosing entities” (Wallenstein, 2011, pg. 52). Technology 

reveals existence, be it is real or artificial. 
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CONCLUSION 

THE INEXHAUSTABILITY OF THE VIRTUAL 
 

The quandary of what photography is and is not remains central to the question of identity because 

of the degree to which digitalisation has blurred ontological distinctions. Despite many impassioned 

attempts to grapple with the idea of photographic material-identity, it feels as if we have advanced a 

long way in too short a time to truly get to the heart of the photographic situation. But what has 

caused the resurgence of the conversation of mediality? In a nutshell, it concerns our morbid curiosity 

with the virtual prompted by its absence: our collective belief in the superiority of the virtual and 

distaste and distrust of reality. Photographic improvisation saw the subjective concerns of those 

guiding practice and discourse corrupt theory; commentary on the subject forming restricted 

conclusion in an already false economy. Thus, the ‘fantasy of collapse’ – which pollutes any 

investigation of identity with the long history of chemical developments, material advances and 

technological determinism -  is a bugbear, leaving us misdirected as to the reality of the situation.  

I consider photography to be an almost immaterial substance. As we forge on into a post-material age 

- that has long neglected the objecthood of the image -  we must now recognise that representation 

has similarly submitted to the emergent digital economy. Certainly, this brought a keener attention to 

the materiality of the image and closer engagement with its relevance, but it also caused a 

questionable shift in the value of space, as material presence has been heavily diluted. Digitalisation 

provided the belief that we are almost beyond pure physical condition. Although total 

dematerialisation of the art object has not yet occurred, it has however become incredibly malleable. 

Hence, the ‘crisis of form’ that we are currently suffering from – in which the multiple languages and 

institutions of photography are, at once, locally rooted and internationally interchangeable – has 

subject the ‘digital’ image to new kind of entrapment; the inexhaustibility of the virtual. 
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