[Tve ambiguity of the photograph

what makes photography a strange invention — with unforeseeabli
consequences — s that ils primary raw matenals are light and time
Yot let us begin with something more tangible. A few davs ago a

friend ol mine tound this photograph and showed 1t to me




I know nothing about it. The best way of dating it 1s probably by its
photographic technique. Between [S0and 19207 | do not know whether
it wiis taken in Canada, the Alps, South Africa. All one can see s that it
shows o smuling muddle-aged man with his horse. Why was it taken”
What meaning did it have for the photographer” Would it have had the
same meamng for the man with the horse?

One can play a game of inventing meanings, The Last Mountie, (Has
smile becomes nostalgic, ) The Man Who Set Fire to Farms. (His smile
becomes simister. ) Before the Trek of Two Thousand Miles. (His smule
becomes a httle apprehensive. ) After the Trek of Two Thousand Miles.
{ His smile becomes modest. ) . . .

The most definite information this photograph gives is about the type
of bridle the horse is wearing, and this is certainly not the reason why it
was taken. Looking at the photograph alone it 15 even hard 1o know
what use category it belonged. Was it a family-album picture, a
newspaper picture, a traveller's snap?

Could it have been taken, not for the sake of the man, but of the
horse” Was the man acting as a groom, just holding the horse” Was he a
horse-dealer” Or was it a sull photograph taken during the filming of one
of the early Westerns?

The photograph offers irretutable evidence that this man. this horse
and this bridle existed. Yet it tells us nothing of the significance of their
existence.

A photograph arrests the fow of tme i which the event photo-
praphed once existed, All photographs are of the past. yet in them an
instant of the past is arrested so that, unhke a ived past, it can never lead
to the present, Every photograph presents us with two messages: i
message concerning the event photographed and another concerning o
shock of discontinuity,
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Between the moment recorded and the present moment of looking a
the photograph. there is an abyss. We are so used 1o photography that
we no longer consciously register the second of these twin messages —
except in special circumstances: when for example, the person photo-
graphed was tamiliar to us and is now far away or dead. In such circum-
stances the photograph s more traumatic than most memories or
mementos because it seems o confirm, prophetically, the later dis-
continuity created by the absence or death. Imagine for a moment that
vou were once in love with the man with the horse and that he has now
disappeared.,

It. however, he is a total stranger, one thinks only of the first message.
which here is so ambiguous that the event escapes one. What the photo-
graph shows goes with any story one chooses to invent.

Nevertheless the mystery of this photograph does not guite end there.
Nonvented story, no explanation offered will be quite as present as the
banal appearances preserved in this photograph, These appearances
may tell us very little, but they are unquestionable.

The first photographs were thought of as marvels because, far more
directly thun any other form of visual image, they presented the
appearance of what was absent, They preserved the look of things and
they allowed the look of things to be carried away. The marvel in this was
not only technical.

Clur response to appearances 1s a very deep one, and it includes
¢lements which are instinetive and atavistic. For example, appearances
alone — regardless of all conscious considerations — can sexually
arouse, For example. the stimulus 1o action — however tentiative it
remains — can be provoked by the colour red. More widely, the look of
the world is the widest possible confirmation of the thereness of the
world, and thus the look of the world continually proposes and confirms
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our relation to that thereness, which nourishes our sense of Being

Betore you tned to read the photograph of the man with the horse,
before you placed it or named it, the simple act of looking at it con-
lrmed, however bniefly, your sense of being in the world, with its men,
hats, horses, bridles

The ambiguity of a photograph does not reside within the instant of
the event photographed: there the photographic evidence 1s less
ambiguous than any eyve-witness account. The photo-fimish of a race 15
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rightly decided by what the camera has recorded. The GmBIEEIY anses
out of that discontinuity which gives nise to the seécond of the photo-
graph’s twin messages. (The abyss between the moment recorded and
the moment of looking )

A photograph preserves a moment of time and prevents it being
effaced by the supersession of further moments. In this respect photo-
graphs might be compared to images stored in the memory, Yet there s
# fundamental difference: whereas remembered images are the restdue
of continuous experience, a photograph isolates the appearances of a
disconnected instant,

And in life, meaning 1s not instantancous. Meanming 15 discovered in
what connects, and cannot exist without development. Without a story,
without an unfolding, there is no meaning. Facts. information, do not in
themselves constitute meanming. Facts can be fed into a computer and
become factors in a calculation. No meaming, however, comes out of
computers, for when we give meaning to an event, that meaning is 1
response. not only to the known, but also to the unknown: meaning and
mystery are inseparable, and neither can exist without the passing of
time. Certainty may be instantaneous; doubt requires duratfon;
meaning is born of the two. An instant photographed can only acquire
meaning insofar as the viewer can read into it a duration extending
beyond itsell. When we find a photograph meaningful, we are lending n
a past and a tuture.

The professional photographer tries, when taking a photograph, 1o
choose an instant which will persuade the public viewer to lend 1t an
appropriate past and future, The photographer’s intelligence or his
empathy with the subject defines for him what is appropriate. Yet unlike
the story-teller or painter or actor, the photographer only makes. in any
one photograph, a single constinutive choice: the choice of the instant to
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e photographed. The photograph. compared with other means of
communication, 1s therefore weak inmntentionality
A dramatic photograph may be as ambiguous as an undramatic o
What is happening” It requires @ caption for us to understand the
stgmificance of the event. “Nazis Burming Books™ . And the sigmifican
ol the caption again depends upon a sense of history that we cannol

necessanly take for granted
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All photographs are ambiguous. All photographs have been taken out
of a contunuity. 1t the event 1s a pubhic event, this continuity 15 mstory ;i
it 1s personal, the continuity, which has been broken, 1s a life story. Even
a pure landscape breaks a continuity: that of the hght and the weather
Discontinuity always produces ambiguity. Yet often this ambiguity s
not obvious, for as spon as photographs are used with words, they
produce together an effect of certainty, even of dogmatic assertion
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In the relation between a photograph and words, the photograph begs
for an interpretation, and the words usually supply it. The photograph,
irrefutable as evidence but weak in meaning, is given a meaning by the
words. And the words, which by themselves remain at the level of
generalisation, are given specific authenticity by the irrefutability of the
photograph. Together the two then become very powerful; an open
question appears to have been fully answered.

Yet it might be that the photographic GmBigay. f recogmsed and
accepted as such, could offer to photography a unigue means of expres-
sion. Could this amBiguity suggest another way of telling” This s 4
question | want to raise now and return to later,

L
L

Cameras are boxes for transporting appearances. The principle by
which cameras work has not changed since their invention. Light. from
the object photographed, passes through a hole and falls on to a photo-
graphic plate or film. The latter, because of its chemical preparation.
preserves these traces of light, From these traces. through other slightly
more complicated chemical processes. prints are made. Techmically. by
the standards of our century, it is a simple process. Just as the histori-
cally comparable invention of the printing press wis. n its time. simple
What is still not so simple is to grasp the nature of the appearances which
the camera transports,

Are the appearances which a camera transports a construction, i
man-made cultural artifact, or are they, like a foorprint in the sand. a
trace maturally left by something that has passed” The answer is. both

The photographer chooses the event he photographs. This choice can
be thought of as a cultural construction. The space for this construction
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is, is 1t were. cleared by his rejection of what he did not choose to photo-
graph. The construction is his reading of the event which s in front of his
eves. It is this reading, often intuitive and very fast, which decides his
choice of the instant to be photographed.

Likewise. the photographed image of the event, when shown as i
photograph, is also part of a cultural construction, It belongs to a specific
social situation, the life of the photographer, an argument. an experi-
ment. a way of explaining the world. a book. a newspaper. an exhibition.

Yet at the same time, the matenal relation between the image and
what it represents (between the marks on the printing paper and the treg
these marks represent) is an immediate and unconstructed one. And s
indeed like a trace.

T'he photographer chooses the tree, the view of it he wants, the kind
of film, the focus. the filter, the time-exposure, the strength of the
developing solution, the sort of paper to print on, the darkness or hght-
ness of the print. the framing of the print — all this and more. But where
he does not mtervene — and cannot intervene without changing the
fundamental character of photography — is between the light,
emanating from that tree as it passes through the lens. and the imprint it
makes on the film,

It may clarify what we mean by a frace if we ask how a drawing differs
from a photograph. A drawing is a translation. That is to say each mark
on the paper is consciously related, not only to the real or imagined
“maodel”, but also to every mark and space already set out on the paper.
Thus a drawn or painted image 1s woven together by the energy (or the
lassitude, when the drawing is weak) of countless judgements. Every
time a hguration s evoked i a drawing, everything about it has been
mediated by consciousness. either intuitively or systematcally. In a
drawing an apple is made round and sphenical: in a photograph. the
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roundness and the light and shade of the apple are received as a given.

This difference between making and receving also implies a very
chtterent relation 1o ume. A drawing comtains the nme of its own
making, and this means that it possesses its own time, independent of
the living time of what it portrays. The photograph, by contrast, receives
almost instantaneously — usually today at a speed which cannot be per-
ceived by the human eye. The only time contained in a photograph is the
wolated instant of what it shows,

There is another important difference within the times contained by
the two Kinds of images. The time which exists within i drawing 1s not
unitorm. The artist gives more time to what she or he considers import-
ant. A face 1s hkely to contain more time than the sky above it. Time ina
drawing accrues according to human value. In a photograph time is
uniform: every part of the image has been subjected to a chemical
process of uniform duration. In the process of revelation all parts were
equal.

These differences between a drawing and a photograph relating to
tme lead us to the most fundamental distinetion between the two means
ol communication. The countless judgements and decisions which
constitute a drawing are systematic, That is to say that they are grounded
in an existent language. The teaching of this language and its specific
usages at any given time are historically variable. A master-painter’s
apprentice duning the RERASSANEE learnt a different practice and
grammuar of drawing from a Chinese apprentice during the Sung peniod
But every drawing, in order to re-create appearances, has recourse 1o a
language.

Photography. unlike drawing. does not possess a language. The
photographic image is produced instantancously by the reflection of
light: its figuration is nor impregnated by experience or consciousness.
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Barthes. writing about photography. talked of “humanity encounter-
ing for the first tme in its history messages withowt a code. Hence the
photograph is not the last (improved) term of the great family of images:
it corresponds to a decisive mutation of informational economics. 7 The
mutation being that photographs supply information without having a
language of their own,

Photographs do not translate from appearances. They guote from
them.

It is because photography has no language of its own, because 1
quotes rather than translates, that it is said that the camera cannot he. It
cannot lie because it prints directly.

(The tact that there were and are faked photographs s, paradoxically.,
a proof of this. You can only make a photograph tell an explicit he by
elaborate tampering, collage, and re-photographing. You have in fuct
ceased to practise photography, Photography in itself has no language
which can be rurned. ) And vet photographs can be, and are, massively
used to deceive and misinform,

We are surrounded by photographic images which constitute a global
system of misinformation: the system known as publicity, proliferating
consumerist lies, The role of photography in this system is revealing.
The he is constructed before the camera. A “tableau™ of objects and
figures 1s assembled. This “tableau™ uses a language of symbals (often
inherited, as | have pointed out elsewhere,® from the iconography of ol
painting), an implied narrative and, frequently, some kind of perform-
ance by models with a sexual content. This “tableau™ is then photo-
graphed. It is photographed precisely because the camera can bestow

*John Berger, Ways of Seeing | London: British Broadcasting Corporation and Penguin Books Lud.
1972). pp. 134 141,
TRoland Barthes, Image-Musie- Texs [ London: Fontana, 1977), p.45,
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authenticity upon any set of appearances, however false. The camera
does not lie even when it is used to quote a lie. And so, this makes the he
appear more truthful.

The photographic quotation is, within its limits, incontrovertible. Yet
the quotation, placed like a fact in an explicit or imphicit argument, can
misinform. Sometmes the misinforming 1s deliberate, as in the case of
publicity; often it is the result of an unguestioned ideological assumption.

For example, all over the world during the mineteenth century,
European travellers, soldiers. colonial administrators, adventurers,
took photographs of “the natives™, their customs, their architecture,
their richness, their poverty, their women's breasts, their headdresses;
and these images, besides provoking amazement, were presented and
read as proof of the justce of the impenal division of the world. The
division between those who organmised and rationahised and surveyed,
and those who were surveyed.

In itself the photograph cannot lie. but, by the same token, it cannm
tell the truth; or rather, the truth it does tell, the truth it can by iselt
defend, 15 a imited one.

The idealistic early press photographers — in the twenties and thirties
of this century — behieved that their mission was to bring home the truth
to the world.

Somenmes | come away from what | am photographing sick at heart.
with the taces of people in pain etched as sharply in my mind as on my
negatives. But | go back because 1 feel it is my place to make such
pictures. Utter truth is essential, and that is what stirs me when | look
through the camera.

Margaret Bourke-White



| admire the work of MEREERE Bourke-White, And photographers,
under certain political circumstances. have indeed helped to alert public
opinion to the truth of what was happening elsewhere, For example: the
degree of rural poverty in the United States in the 1930s; the treatment
of Jews in the streets of Nazi Germany: the effects of US napalm
bombing in Vietnam. Yet to believe that what one sees, as one looks
through a camera on to the experience of others, s the “utter truth”
risks confusing verv different levels of the truth. And this confusion is
endemie to the present public use of photegraphs,

Photographs are used for scientific investigation: i medicine,
physics, meteorology, astronomy, biology. Photographic information s
also fed into systems of social and political control — dossiers, pass-
ports, military intelligence. Other photographs are used in the media as
a means of public communication. The three contexts are different, and
vel it has been generally assumed that the truthfulness of the photograph
— or the way that this truth functions — is the same in all three.

In fact. when a photograph s used scientifically, its unguestionable
evidence 15 an aid in coming 1o a conclusion; it supplies mformation
within the concepruad framework of an investigation. It supphies a missing
detail, When photographs are used in a control system. thewr evidence s
more or less hmited to establishing identity and presence. But is soon as
a photograph is used as a means of commumication, the nature of lived
experience is involved, and then the truth becomes more complex,

An X-ray photograph of a wounded leg can tell the “utter truth”
about whether the bones are fractured or not. But how does a
photograph tell the “utter truth™ about a man’s expenience of hunger or,
for that matter, his experience of a feast?

At one level there are no photographs which can be demed. All
photographs have the status of fact. What has to be examined is in what
wily photography can and cannot give meamng to facts,
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Let us recall how and when photography was bormn, how. as it were, il
was christened, and how it grew up.

The camera was invented in 1839, Auguste Comte was just finishing
his Cours de Philosophie Positive. Positivism and the camera and socio-
logy grew up together. What sustained them all as practices was the
belief that observable guantifiable facts. recorded by scientists and
experts. would one day offer man such a total knowledge about nature
and society that he would be able to order them both. Precision would
replace metaphysics, planning would resolve social conflicts, truth
would replace subjectivity, and all that was dark and hidden in the soul
would be illuminated by empincal knowledge. Comite wrote that theo-
retically nothing need remain unknown to man except, perhaps, the
origin of the stars! Since then cameras have photographed even the
formation of stars! And photographers now supply us with more facts
every month than the eighteenth century Encylopaedists dreamt of in
their whole project.

Yet the positivist utopia was not achieved. And the world today 1s less
controllable by experts, who have mastered what they believe to be its
mechamsms, than it was in the mneteenth century.

What was achieved was unprecedented scientific and techmical
progress and, eventually, the subordination of all other values to those
of a world market which treats everything. including people and their
labour and their lives and their deaths, as a commodity. The unachieved
positivist utopia became, instead, the global system of late capitalism
wherein all that exists becomes gquantifiable — not simply because it can
be reduced to a stanstical fact, but also because it hay been reduced to a
commodiny.



In such a system there is no space for experience. Each person’s
experience remams an individual problem. Personal psvchology
replaces philosophy as an explanation of the world,

Nor 1s there space for the social function of subjectivity . All subjecti-
vity is treated as privite, and the only (false ) form of it which is socially
allowed is that of the individual consumer’s dream.

From this primary suppression of the social function of subjectivity,
other suppressions follow: of meaningtul democracy (replaced by
opmion polls and market-research technigues), ol social conscience
(replaced by self-imerest), of history (replaced by racist and other
myths), of hope — the most subjective and social of all energies
{replaced by the sacralisation of Progress as Comfort ),

The way photography is used today both derives from and contirms
the suppression of the social function of subjectivity, Photographs. it is
said, tell the truth, From thes simphtication, which reduces the truth to
the instantaneous. it tollows that what a photograph tells about a door or
a volcano belongs to the same order of truth as what it tells about a man
weeping or a woman's body.

It no theoretical distinction has been made between the photograph as
scientific evidence and the photograph as a means of communication,
this has been not so much an oversight as a proposal,

The proposal was (and is) that when something is visible, it is a fact,
and that facts contain the only truth,

Public photography has remained the child of the hopes of positivism.
Orphaned — because these hopes are now dead — it has been adopted
by the opportunism of corporate capitalism. It seems likely that the
denial of the innate ambiguity of the photograph is closely connected
with the dentil of the social function of subjectivity,
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