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ABSTRACT 
 

What is happening to our Image Culture?’ (Robins, 1995, p.29). 
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Kevin Robins continues, declaring  

that we are now witnessing the birth of a new era, that of post- photography 

[which] represents a response to the development of new digital electronic 

technologies [that] constitute one small element in the encompassing domain of 

what has been termed as hypermedia (ibid.)  

However, is this ‘birth’ that Robins refers to in will image still move us? in The Photographic Image in Digital 

Culture (1995) a farcical reinvention of the old medium enhanced to modern sensibilities or a revolutionary 

adaptation of the photographic genre, as we must now beg the question ‘we have gained and lost in the 

pursuit?’ (Ritchin, 1999, p.7)  

A crucial element of this essay is the comparisons that can be made to the amended sentiments of Hegel in 

Karl Marx’s The Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte (1851-2) in regards to the issue of ‘revivalism’, 

suggesting that events in history often occur twice, Marx adding ‘the first time as tragedy, the second as 

farce’ (p.1). Can then the issue of photography be argued under the same point? Was the first revision of 

photography a tragedy for its own tenuous position as well a fear over the loss of painting, the second 

consequent revision a farce under the banner of the digital that has aggressively remodelled itself to 21st 
 

century conditions? 

Within my investigation, sentiments made by several contributing authors in The Photographic Image in 

Digital Culture will form my primary objects of analysis, which I will then dissect alongside the discourse of 

a few choice authors – including Fred Ritchin, Graham Clarke and Walter Benjamin - my investigation taking 

cues from major points made within Lister’s book.  

If the nineteenth century invented photography, the late-twentieth- century 

began to disinvest it (Trachtenberg, 2008)  

Here Trachtenberg implies that the digital has killed traditional photography, digital photography 

representing a wholly new medium of pixels. Confirmed by William J. Mitchell in The Reconfigured Eye (1992) 
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who argued that digital technology would render chemical photography obsolete, what remains clear is the 

‘infinite pluralities of readings’ (Henning, 1995, p.224) amidst dozens of Modernist attempts to understand 

photography’s overall shape. It seems unfair to suggest that present-day discussions on the subject are 

wholly worthless despite the fact that there is no longer ‘a unitary way of thinking about photography’ 

(Thompson, 2013, p.79). However, it is indeed troublesome.  

In the introductory line of will image move us still? Robins declares the death of photography. But was this 

a consequence of the photography’s passivity in the years following its inception that became increasingly 

constrained by its ‘automatism and realism [...] photographers [were] restricted because they could aspire 

to be no more than mere recorders of reality’ (p.30). This intractable characterization of the genre 

accompanied with the erosion of the principle of reality, as referred to by Gianni Vattimo in The Transparent 

Society (1992, p.8) ‘welcomed [the] opportunity to expose the aporias in photography’s construction of the 

visual world’ (Robins, 1995, p.31) transforming visual discourse into an ‘increasingly sclerotic pictorial 

tradition’ (Mitchell, 1992, p.7).  

Here, it appears that what resulted was the irreversible deconstruction of photographic certainties as 

‘ontological distinctions’ (Robins, 1995, p.32) were deemed ‘distinctly unimaginative and dismally repetitive’ 

(ibid.). The photographic image has become ‘uncomfortably at odds with the new agenda of post- 

photographic culture’ (ibid., p.33).  

Paralleling Hegel’s ‘tragedy’ sentiments, in this first instance photography’s palpable expiration is an 

example of why the murmurs of revolution were baseless. To this end, what object could demonstrate 

photography’s demise? It seems ironic how only written discourse on the subject forms any suitable image 

of photography in a society not only saturated with its presence, but who were increasingly ‘warned against 

the seduction of naïve realism’ (Robins, 1995, p.32). Perhaps then only Talbot’s The Pencil of Nature (1844) 

can stand as an example of the former aspirations of a medium whose status is being increasingly contested.  
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Fig 1: Henry Fox Talbot; The Pencil of Nature (1844) 

Here it is unquestionably clear that the ‘rapid devaluation of sight as a fundamental criterion for 

understanding and knowledge’ (Robins, 1995, p.36) born out of photography’s convergence with digital 

manipulation technologies, coupled with a purge of photography’s impurities meant that only in its death 

could photography ‘realise its potential for enlightenment [to] become self-sufficient and self-valorising’ 

(ibid., p.37).  

The need to disown its deep-rooted errors, yet preserve its singular integrity as a medium has in many ways 

caused apathy towards a medium that now augurs something entirely new. Once the most heroic of formats, 

ambiguity has near enough destroyed the genre. However, it should be noted that digitalisation does not 

mean irrevocable destruction, but instead should be seen as a way ‘to aestheticize a certain type of 

destruction’ (Henning, 1995, p.228). In moving towards the digital ‘the photographic image [is] at its most 

[...] complex and problematic’ (Clarke, 1997, p.102).  

’The ‘death of photography’ is one of those rare moments in which we are called up to renegotiate – and to 

re-cathect – our relation to images’ remarks Kevin Robins in The Photographic Image in Digital Culture (p. 

48) as we can apply it not only as a case-study in contemporary understanding, but present it as an example 

of today’s most prolific misunderstanding. Photography has, for a number of reasons, lost its unique status 
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that remained so charming to Talbot, our Whitmanesque optimism no longer credible today regarding a 

system ‘so entrenched that many do not notice it existence’ (Ritchin, 1999, p.98).  

On the other hand, Robins postulates Phillipe Quéau’s theory that digital photography constitutes ‘a new 

tool of creation and also of knowledge’ (1995, p.29- 30). An opinion which is widely celebrated by cultural 

critics and practitioners alike, Robins sees the digital as a superior future directly related to technological 

development. Paralleling Trachtenberg’s earlier opinion that digital photography represents a new medium 

separate from traditional photography, what marks the line between reinvention and revolution?  

There are a number of examples within the individual chapters of Lister’s book that points towards the 

opinion of the ‘New-Old’ which suggests that the façade of photography we are now witness to is purely 

reinvention. It becomes clear that the term ‘technological development’ is applied to the genre as some kind 

of ‘transcendent and autonomous force’ (Robins, 1995, p.30) but this was far from what it was. It can more 

accurately be argued that what actually transpired was no more than ‘a highly complex and uneven process 

of change to an abstract and systematic theology of ‘progress’’ (ibid.). In this instance it is important not to 

confuse revision with revolution.  

Photography’s continuities that it dragged into the digital sphere alongside a new ‘model of vision’ that 

Jonathan Crary conceives in Techniques of the Observer (1992), proceeded rapid technological development 

in little more than a decade which brought about a historical transition that above all ‘felicitously adapted 

to the diverse projects of the modern era’ (Mitchell, 1992, p.7). Mitchell continues, arguing that digital 

images represent a ‘new kind of token’ (ibid., p.223) with properties vastly different from those of the 

traditional photographic image. Again, here it can be argued that Crary aligns himself with the viewpoint of 

reinvention in his use of the word ‘adapted’ which defines as an object that becomes better suited to its 

environment. It seems that the persistence of traditional photographic vision amid the digital takeover made 

the ‘possibility of its reversal’ (Henning, 1995, p.218) pronounced. It becomes startlingly apparent that 

recent discussions on this topic have a strict focus on the newness of application that digital imaging allows 

instead of dissecting the ways in which its adaptation might actually be a cleverly veiled repetition. With this 

in mind, is it the continuity of meaning and use that is fueling the ambiguity that remains at the heart of the 
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arguments concerning the digital image?  

If technical ‘newness’ is not immediately apparent because it is embedded in the 

reworking of past forms, it is also the case that technical means of reproduction 

will shape the form of this reworking – it is never simply repetition but always the 

‘new old’ (Henning, 1995, p.223).  

Bearing relation to Benjamin’s claim of oldness as a safe-haven that I believe traditional photography 

desperately still clings to, the duality of the term new-old is a vital aspect of this argument in regards to the 

possibility of reversal.  

Clarke’s assessment of the genre as something that may yet yield great things as an ‘ur-image’ (1997, p.17) 

highlights the ‘fundamental contradictions, which remain endemic to the photograph’ (ibid) in its 

resemblance to the older primitive format. These contradictions that among other things reference key 

components of the photographic image such as size, iconography and palette for instance, remain another 

hurdle that hinders photography’s metamorphosis into an object no longer bearing any ties to ‘larger 

aesthetics of representation, especially in relation to painting’ (Clarke, 1997, p.21). Victor Burgin’s Office at 

Night (1986) is an example of the visual conundrum that photography still labours under.  

 

 

Fig 2: Burgin’s Office at Night, 1985/86 
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Fig 3: Hooper’s Office at Night (1940) 

(Fig 2) A photographic interpretation of Edward Hopper’s (1940) painting of the same name (Fig 3), Burgin’s 

image measuring 183x244cm establishes painterly parallels in terms of size and, of course, iconography. 

However, this conflict is nothing new for a genre that actively attempts to transform sight into knowledge.  

With this in mind Burgin’s image is another clear indication of how even the subtlest of photographs 

encompass central photographic contradictions.  

In the blurb of In Our Own Image (1999) Ritchin argues ‘that there are many new and fruitful avenues of 

exploration that will inevitably emerge from the marriage of the computer, whose synergistic potentials 

rival’s photography’s original promise 150 years ago’. However, in the immediate future at least it remains 

clear that many of its deeper meanings will remain elusive which in the end ‘may all lead to nothing more 

then an interesting alchemy, or a dangerous one’ (ibid., p.120).  

The opinion of reinvention is further supported by Michelle Henning in digital encounters who argues that 

digitalisation marks ‘the moment of arrival of the new [which] is simultaneously a reinvention of the old, yet 

in reinventing it also transforms’ (1995, p.221), soon after utilising the phenomena of revivalism in the  

context of Marx’s 1982 study of Louis Bonaparte’s 1851 coup d’état to illustrate her point further. True to 

McLuhan’s maxim in the introductory chapter of Understanding Media (1994) that ‘the ‘content’ of any new 

medium is always another [older] medium’ (p.1) to which ‘painting never had so imperial a scope’ (Sontag 
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1977, p.5), the assessment of reinvention is never far in the conversation of photography.  

‘Digital imaging actually differs from photography as much as photography differs from painting’ (Mul len, 

1998, p.11). It remains clear that what emerged as a result of the digital tide was a reshuffling of key visual 

understanding and application within the genre.  

On the other hand, Marx remarks in The Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte ‘from 1848 to 1851, only 

the ghost of the old revolution circulated’ (p.6). Implying that what born as the result of revolution was 

something entirely different from that which it displaced, can the same be attributed to that of chemical 

photography? In the initial paragraph of will image move us still? Robins dissects Quéau’s (1993, p.16) 

assessment of the digital acquisition of the photographic genre as ‘revolution of “new images”’, arguing its 

comparability with ‘the appearance of the alphabet, [or] the birth of painting’’ (Ibid.) in La Révolution des 

images virtuelles.  

Such high praise for a medium in which it can be validly argued still resembles, in some aspects, a rehashing 

of the older format. Not only does the digital ‘encourage a great new faith [...] promis[ing] to inaugurate an 

era of almost unbounded freedom in the creation of images’ (Robins, 1995, p.30) empowering both users 

and consumers, but it is in many way representative of a ‘wholly new king of visual discourse’ (Sauer-

Thompson 2008). This not only suggests that there was a revolution within the genre ‘effectively nullify[ing] 

most of the culturally established meanings of the terms observer and representation’ (Crary, 1990, p.1), but 

that it was ‘radically different from the mimetic capacities’ (ibid.) so detrimental to the medium in its first 

cycle. We are says Crary ‘in the midst of a transformation in the nature of visibility probably more profound 

than the break that separates medieval imagery from Renaissance perspective’ (ibid.). It appears that 

digitalisation under the banner hyperphotography, not to be confused with post-photography, can 

‘resurrect the dead’ (Robins, 1995, p.41), emancipating the genre from its self- imposed restraints, as well 

of those related to fine-art painting. Robins recognition of ‘the potential of digital manipulation for effecting 

new forms of hybridization’ (1995, p.46) now characterizing the genre signals a revolution to startling effect. 

However, what is lost when discussing this side of the argument is the disillusionment that also resulted. For 

example, Hemmings essay expounds the notion that the dissolution of the principle of reality (Vattimo, 
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1992) caused ‘a crisis in consciousness of the individual (often perceived as deluded or vulnerable)’ [...] and 

ultimately in society. Not only will we never see the world in the same way again, it will never be the same 

again’ (1995, p. 219).  

Similarly, David Tames aligns himself with Mitchell’s beliefs in The Reconfigured Eye (1994) that argues:  

digital imaging has irrevocably subverted [...] certainties [of recorded facts], 

forcing us to adopt a far more wary and more vigilant interpretative stance [...] 

and confronted us with the inherent instabilities and indeterminacies of [...] 

meaning [,] as we enter the post- photographic era, we must face once again the 

ineradicable fragility of our ontological distinctions between the imaginary and 

the real, and the tragic elusiveness of the Cartesian dream (p.225).  

Revolutionary disillusionment is clearly perceptible, validating the former sentiments.  

A comparison between both arguments can be suitably maintained here. Whereas in the first instance 

photography’s ascent can be argued as a tragedy, on this second occasion it can adequately be called a farce 

due to the fact that in can bear the second assessment surreptitiously. Neither assessment can be wholly 

dispelled because there is significant evidence to support both viewpoints, but it does cast doubt as to the 

validity of either to a large degree.  

 

Fig 4: Gursky’s The Rhine II (Der Rhein II), 1999 
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This argument can be supported by a discussion of the large format photographs of German photographer 

Andreas Gursky. Gursky is very frank about his reliance on computers to enhance his pictures. Calvin Tomkins 

in The Big Picture (2011) regards Gursky’s images as possessing ‘the formal power, and in several cases the 

majestic aura of nineteenth century landscape paintings without losing any of their immediacy as 

photograph’. Gursky’s artful fictions are ironically described as ‘a sophisticated art of unembellished 

observation’ (MoMA, 2001) which is interesting considering the vast possibilities of manipulation in digital 

photography. His works hold characteristics so reminiscent of traditional photographic form, yet possess an 

eerie perfection which beg the question what really are these images? Constructions? Fabrications? 

Manipulations? It is clear to see that technology, especially in post-production has evolved, with it plunging 

image making into an endless grey area.  

 

Fig 5: Gursky’s Shanghai, 2000 

Despite the fact that visually his images remain very straightforward allowing audiences to recognise the 

world as their own, the contradictions of the digital remain. Here, the notion of a farce can be argued – in 

the image (Fig 4) being regarded as an unembellished observation despite its obvious manipulations to alter 

pictorial elements which remove the image from any semblance of reality, as well as in its presumed 
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resemblance to 19th century painting. Even in photography yielding to the digital, it is still unable to escape 

comparison as it now appears that ‘it is the diversity of our digital forms that is now our problem’ (1990, 

p.37) argues Bellour in Passages de l’Image (1990), by which a contamination between images can also signal 

a solution.  

 

Fig 6: Gursky’s Kamiokande (2007) 

‘Yet the ‘postmodern’ analysis of digital technology comes to very different conclusions’ (Henning, 1995, 

p.233). For Walter Benjamin revivalism is a crucial issue. Benjamin doesn’t bother explaining why the way in 

which society encounters these technologies are vital to its success, but makes clear the difference between 

repetition, reworking, continuities and revivals: one which highlight the distant past, reminding us of the 

unfulfilled aspirations of the former; the other which attempts to gloss over change, presenting the new 

continuum with the old as something far greater than what it really is. It is clear that Benjamin sees the 

digital, in whatever form, as having a role to play in the formation of a near imperceptible revolutionary 

consciousness as the digital transition now possesses a dangerous precocity that calls into question both 

arguments. Its products ‘have about them a deep and often immutable presence which resists the attempt 

to reduce them to paraphrase’ (Clarke, 1997, p.175) as they appear strategic. Clarke continues, declaring ‘all 

is calculated’ (ibid. p.204) transforming photography into something other than it already was, it in many 

ways grew into the perfect modern medium with traits indicative of another visual revolution.  
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Here it appears Geoffrey C. Bowker’s assertion in The Past and the Internet (2003-4) of ‘the dawning of the 

new age’ (p. 22) is a valid assessment despite everything to the contrary. Ritchin shares th is position, arguing 

that:  

...the term ‘digital photography’ suggests another type of photography 

altogether [...] we are not creating another photographic genre, but another 

medium. And this new medium may turn out to be as distinct from its 

predecessor as photography was from painting, or even as the automobile was 

from the horse drawn carriage (1999, p.7).  

In a world of simulation and simulacra ‘we are now beyond the image’ (Bellour, 1990, p.56). Here it is never 

more appropriate to again quote Henning in The Photographic Image in Digital Culture regarding 

simultaneous reinvention and transformation as photography is now in an increasingly precarious position. 

Throughout it has become clear that an innumerable amount of questions can be asked about photography’s 

status to which Lister’s declaration that ‘there is no clean break’ (1995: p.20, his italics) between old and 

new media has never rung so true.  

But just how ‘new’ was this new media? Often ‘viewers are distracted from hard-to- follow argument by 

easy-to-understand veneration’ (Thompson, 2013, p.15) accounting for a bias assessment of this subject. 

Once embraced as the ultimate short cut any attempt to unravel photographic message means to ‘play into 

a much larger, and seemingly endless, series of contexts and question; such is the density of the 

photographic message’ (Clarke, 1997, p.221-2) where in an instant its readings multiply. Thus, its capacity 

to continue to surprise, enabling the evasion of both classifications in their entirety.  

With its immediate future bound as an enigma, the varying claims of the photographic image remain just 

that, claims. Much like the opinion(s) proposed within this essay it is clear that ‘there is no truth, there’s 

multiple truths, we know this, and we know there’s no bedtime story’ (Ritchin to Brooke, 2001).  
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DICTIONARY 

ALCHEMY  

A seemingly magical process of transformation, creation, or combination.  

*Concerned with the transmutation of matter, in particular with attempts to convert base metals into gold or find a universal  elixir  

AMBIGUITY  

The quality of being open to more than one interpretation; or inexactness  

APORIA(S)  

An irresolvable internal contradiction or logical disjunction in a text, argument; or theory or the expression 

of doubt. Augurs Portend a good or bad outcome  

COUP D’ÉTAT  

A sudden, violent, and illegal seizure of power from a government. * Specific reference to study of 

Bonaparte’s coup d’état in The Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte (1852) by Karl Marx Criterion  

A principle or standard by which something may be judged or decided.  

DEADPAN  

Impassive or expressionless  

ENDEMIC  

(of a disease or condition) regularly found among particular people or in a certain  

ENTRENCHED  

(of an attitude, habit, or belief) firmly established and difficult or unlikely to change; 

ingrained. Felicitously An adjective that means marked by good fortune. 

*Felicitous describes something that's really pleasant. If someone behaves in a felicitous manner, she's being agreeable and appropriate.  

HEGEMONY  

Leadership or dominance, especially by one state or social group over others.  

HYPER-PHOTOGRAPHY  
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Hyper-photography as defined by Fred Ritchin in  

http://www.americansuburbx.com/2013/06/interview-fred-ritchin-the-best-and-worst-of-times-2008.html 

 *So hyper-photography begins to acknowledge that there is not a single truth of a situation [...] like Quantum Physics that posits many probabilities as 

opposed to simply what is.  

IBID  

In the same source (used to save space in textual references to a quoted work which has been mentioned 

in a previous reference) Immutable Unchanging over time or unable to be changed  

IMPERCEPTIBLE  

So slight, gradual, or subtle as not to be perceived.  

IMPERIAL  

Relating to an empire.  

INDETERMINACIES  

References scientific and mathematical concepts of uncertainty and their implications. It is also related to 

deconstructionism and to Nietzsche's criticism of the Kantian noumenon.  

INERADICABLE  

Unable to be destroyed or removed  

INTRACTABLE  

Hard to control or deal with; or (of a person) difficult or stubborn.  

MIMETIC  

Characterized by, exhibiting, or of the nature of imitation or mimicry  

ONTOLOGICAL  

A branch of metaphysics concerned with the nature and relations of being  

PHANTASMAGORIA  

A sequence of real or imaginary images like that seen in a dream.  

http://www.americansuburbx.com/2013/06/interview-fred-ritchin-the-best-and-worst-of-times-2008.html
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POLARISATION  

Usually refers to how people think, especially when two views emerge that drive people apart, kind of like 

two opposing magnets. Post-photography A summary as defined by 

http://flickr.mattyoder.com/definitions 

 A branch of photography that looks at digital technology, which is seen as a new medium with its own 

characteristics, killing traditional photography.  

*A technological definition - diagram which leads from ‘film’ to ‘photography’, then from ‘photography’ to the ‘digital’ and finally ending with ‘post—

photography’. It is safe to assume that after post-photography comes ‘hyper-photography’. Most early definitions of post-photography focused on the 

technological shift that ushered in the post-photographic period. According to these definitions, digital cameras have killed traditional photography. 

Because it is based on pixels rather than a chemical reaction, digital photography is a completely new medium with its own characteristics. Advocates 

of this type of definition hold that anyone who uses a digital camera is participating in post-photography regardless of the practices he or she uses. In 

effect, technology drives the medium.  

PRECOCITY  

Precocity is a noun that means intelligence achieved far ahead of normal development.  

PROGRESSIVIST/PROGRESSIVISM  

Based on the Idea of Progress, which asserts that advancement in science, technology, economic 

development, and social organization are vital to improve the human condition.  

RE-CATHECT OR CATHECT/CATHEXIS  

Investment, with different amounts of affect; or to invest with mental or emotional energy.  

REVIVALISM  

Belief in or the promotion of a revival of religious fervour; or a tendency or desire to revive a former custom 

or practice.  

SCLEROTIC  

Becoming rigid and unresponsive; or losing the ability to adapt.  

SIMULACRA  

An image or representation of someone or something; or an unsatisfactory imitation or 

substitute. Simulation Is the imitation of the operation of a real-world process or system over time.  

*The act of simulating something first requires that a model be developed; this model represents the key characteristics or b ehaviors/functions of the 

http://flickr.mattyoder.com/definitions
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selected physical or abstract system or process.  

SURREPTITIOUSLY  

An adjective that means conducted with or marked by hidden aims or methods.  

SYNERGISTIC  

An adjective that means working together for an enhanced effect. *When something is synergistic, it means 

various parts are working together to produce an enhanced result. Theology  

The study of the nature of God and religious belief; or religious beliefs and theory when systematically 

developed.  

UNREGENERATELY (adverb)/ UNREGENERATE  

Not reforming or showing repentance; obstinately wrong or bad.  

UR  

(ur-image): Defined a primitive, original, or earliest.  

VALORIZE  

To establish and maintain  

VEHEMENTLY  

An adjective that means marked by extreme intensity of emotions or convictions. *You can use the adjective 

vehement to describe an extremely strong, powerful, or intense emotion or force.  

WHITMANESQUE  

Relating to Walt Whitman's broad and optimistic outlook on life as shown in his writing  

*An example of something Whitmanesque is a short story that is written in a similar style to Walt Whitman.  

 

 


	ABSTRACT
	BIBLIOGRAPHY

