Romantic conceit: click on the acorn, and the tree majestically unfolds.
One of the central questions for the design of the Web is how to make
information accessible, attractive and meaningful. By developing in-
troductory or covering structures that contain within themselves in
miniature the concerns of the work as a whole, and offering direct ac-
cess to that whole or to those other relevant parts, the hypertextual,
networked msise-en-abyme can help to stem the gush of unconnected
_ nano-thoughts. ¥
Michael Heim notes, “Thought must now learn to live in a new el-
ement if it is to live at all.”?2 Hypertext systems must offer users the
ability to craft or follow linkages among the nodes of information that
build arguments, construct plots, even search for epiphanies. Only by
planning for and incorporating ongoing synthetic processes can
hypertextual systems overcome the tendency to let the screen’s size de-
termine the length of discourse. In a networked environment, the
. scope of the database is almost limitless, and this is one of the most ex-
i citing qualities of our era. But we must not forget that so much of that
¥data must display itself in the concrete blocks of text determined by
' the limited real estate of the single screen. If we are justifiably wary of
our culture’s overflow of nano-thoughts, info-bits, unsustained charac-
terization, plotless narratives, and sound bites, we need to determine
“how to use the short forms dictated by the medium

| : : ger
- forms of argumentation and narrative.  gfiykp

' ecemen DIGITAL PHOTOGRAPHY:

THE DUBITATIVE IMAGE

The Alexandrine Dream

In the third century B.C.E., Ptolemy I of Egypt called on “all the sov-
ereigns and governors on earth” to send him volumes of every kind, by
“poets and soothsayers, historians, and all the others too.”! Thus the
Ptolemaic dynasty set itself the task of housing all “the books of all the
people of the world” under one roof in the Library of Alexandria. The
word, once written down, has always been subject to reproduction, and
the fact that there could be more than one copy of a book has long en-
couraged such totalizing fantasies in the realm of language.? A few
short centuries after Ptolemy I, the fabled Library of Alexandria
burned to ashes. Yet the desire to spatialize and totahze knowledge
within a repository has thnved throggh the ;m].l nnia.

The technolog1es change but the dream remains. Michel Foucault
mentions that in 1538, after the advent of printing, La Croix du Main
proposed a space “that would be at once an Encyclopaedia and a Li-
brary, and which would permit the arrangement of written texts ac-
cording to the forms of adjacency, kinship, analogy, and subordination
prescribed by the world itself.”* As the word has been digitized, the Al-
exandrine dreams have shifted from architectural space to hyperspace.
For decades, Ted Nelson (who, as discussed in chapter 4, coined the
word “hypertext” in the 1960s) has been pursuing Project Xanadu, a
computer-based system to digitize and link the totality of text, making
possible “a common publishing repository for the writings of human-
kind,” a clarifying system of order.* The computer here serves to meld
Hellenistic structure and Renaissance method.

What, then, of the image? Through most of human history, repro-
ducing the image has been vastly more problematlc than replicating
the word. Not even the most megalomaniacal of tyrants ever proposed

bringing all of humankind’s art works together in one place—the
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Compositing a photochemical shot of a live model, a digital photo of a 12" physical madel of the
monster, and electronic manipulation of chromatics, lighting and shadows, this piece is typical of
the next generation of fine art digital photography, which takes as a given the dubitative
qualities-and potential of the medium.

Charlie White, The Inland Empire (1999), from the series In a Matter of Days. Courtesy of Muse X Editions,
Los Angeles, and Andrea Rosen Gallery, New York.

prospect of uniting so many unique objects has always been too daunt-
ing. The advent of photography held out the possibility that what the
tyrant could not assemble as booty, the scholar could gather as repre-
sentation. In 1859, Oliver Wendell Holmes prophesied:

The time will come when any man who wishes to view any object, natural or
artificial, will go to the Imperial, National, or City Stereographic Library and call
for its skin or form, as he would for a book at any common library. We do now dis-
tinctly propose the creation of a comprehensive and systematic stereographic li-
brary, where all men can find the special forms they particularly desire to see as
artists, or as scholars, or as mechanics, or in any other capacity.’

Photography, Art History, Semiotics
Analyzing the methods and assumptions of art history in the modern
era, Donald Preziosi notes that in-addition to making comprehensive-
ness possible in the realm of the image, photography—specifically the
projected transparency so important to nineteenth-century archival
practices—reduced “all analysands to a common scale and frame for
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Roland Barthes observed that “the photograph is not simply a product
or a channel but also an object endowed with a structural autonomy.”!!
Moving on from there, he identified the crucial specificity of the me-
dium: while there may be a reduction of visual information from the
object to its image (proportion, perspective, color), there is no “trans-
' formation (in the mathematical sense of the word) . . . the image is not
the reality but at least it is its perfect analogon and it is exactly this ana-
_logical perfection which, to common sense, defines the photograph.”!?
But as film scholar Rick Altman notes, “conventional wisdom is always
about yesterday’s technology; that’s how it became commonplace.”?

Digital Photography?

We know there has been a rupture between photochemical photogra-
phy and electronic imaging technologies. In The Reconfigured Eye: Vi-
sual Truth in the Post-Photographic Era, William ]J. Mitchell offers a
clear delineation between these two technologies of image production.
“A photograph is an analog representation of the differentiation of
space in a scene: it varies continuously, both spatially and tonally.”!*
This differs from any computer image, whether originally photo-
graphic or not.

Images encoded digitally by uniformly subdividing the picture plane into a finite
Cartesian grid of cells (known as pixels) and specifying the intensity or color of
each cell by means of an integer drawn from some limited range. The resulting
two-dimensional array of integers (the 7aster grid) can be stored in computer mem-
ory, transmitted electronically, and interpreted by various devices to produce dis-
plays and printed images.”!

Digital imaging can take input from a vast variety of sources,
among them analog cameras, digital still cameras, video, scanners, and
camcorders, and can be displayed on monitors or in hardcopy. outputs
including thermal wax, dye transfer, inkjet, laser printing, filmcameras,
imagesetters, and—for large-scale applications—computer-to-press
and computer-to-plate systems. But those who, like Mitchell, insist
that there has been a revolutionary, systemic shift between chemical

,and digital imagery on a formal level are overstating their case. As dig-
ital imaging improves, the human eye finds it harder and harder to dis-

tinguish between the fine details and flowing curves we associate with
chemical processes and the pixellated images of electronic systems.

Even the much touted differences between the composition of
each type of image can be overemphasized. Following Barthes and a
host of others, the “revolutionary camp” concentrates on the analog
nature of conventional photography—positing a one-to-one relation-
ship between object and photograph. This concentration leads them to
key in on the physical differences between the mechanical photograph
and the electronic image. But while they note that with every copy of
an analog picture, detail is lost (a process best thought of as a re-
presentation) while presumably nothing is lost with digital transfers (a
re-production), the realities of digital practice prove otherwise. For ex-
ample, in most commercial systems, image compression is a vital com-
ponent of digital imaging, in order to keep file sizes, transfer rates, and
archiving manageable. With each compression and expansion, the dig-
ital image suffers at least its own mutaton and degradation, just as
does its analog predecessor. Uncompressing digital images does not
reproduce them, it rewrites them. Networked environments promise
to worsen, not lessen, this situation, due to the need to compress im-
ages before sending them out, only to unstuff—and thereby rewrite—
them at the other end.

Thus the truly radical transformation is not from chemical to digi-
tal systems of production—as Mitchell and the others would have it—
but rather in the composition of the output, which has shifted from the
discrete photograph to the essentially unbounded graphic. It is here
that the “revolutionary” shift can be located. The “unique” photo-
graph is now forced to merge, even submerge, into the overall graphic
environment. There formerly discrete photographic elements blend
even further into the computer’s digital soup of letters, numbers, mo-
tion graphics and sound files: what is crucial is that all of these and
more are simply different manifestations of the data maintained in binary
Whereas this quality of digital imaging seems to be an extension of
the mechanical reproduction of photography, the nature of computer
imaging—of which digital photography is only a subset—engenders a
radical shift. Because the digital image is composed of discrete pixels
that have mathematical values assigned to them, the whole of the
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digital image can be shifted by modifying the definitions glven to thf)ée
pixels. The computer allows the artist to morph, clone, com;l)os'lte,
filter, blur, sharpen, flip, invert, rotate, scale, .squash, s‘tretch, cF) orltzl,le,
posterize, even swirl an image around 2 single point, making the
photographic look like it is being sucked’ into a black hole. .
While photography has always had an inherent mutability, ef
digital photograph is so inextricably linked to th'.e.other elements 1(1)
computer graphics that the formerly unique qualities 'of. phoii).grap y
as photography disintegrate. Within the r.ealm of the dlglt?.l, a fflmafhes
are subject to the visual alchemy of the paint program, Whl(.:h offers ef
aser a set of tools to modify every quality of the .plxel. This linkage d(l)
electronic imagery and digital paint programs is at th.e heart of the
subsumption of the “photo” to the “graphic.” When a'll images are cre-
ated or modified by the computer, the photographic is no long'er 3
privileged realm of visual communication, segregated by its machine

qualities.

The Semiotics of Dubitative Images
The inherent mutability of the digital image poses a chall.enge to those
who have striven to create a semiotic of the photographlc.. Having al-
ready mentioned Saussure’s model, we can also 1(_)ok to _the mﬂueflce of
his American contemporary, Charles Sanders Peirce. Film r..heonst_ Pe‘:—
ter Wollen maintains that Peirce offers an even more1 6[.)1'?.(:.156 semmu;
for the analysis of the visual image than Sauss?re. Pe1rc§ create
three classifications of signs: icon, symbol, and mde)f. The icon is
| “sign determined by its dynamic object by virtue of its own 1nte:rnal
nature.” This is akin to the painted or sculpted image, a.relatlonshlp of
likeness. A symbol is a linkage based on conven,tion‘,‘ as m” langl?age, an
arbitrary relationship between a dog and the vyord ' dog. A third type
is the index, “a sign determined by its Dynamic ob]t?ct by virtue of be-
ing in a real relation to it.” With the index, there is a causal hr_lk be-
tween the object and the sign, like wisps of smoke curling in the
distance that indicate the presence of fire. In regards to photography,
Peirce was quite esplicit: “Photographs, especially ir%smnmr{eous pho-
tographs, are very instructive, because we know that in certain respects
they are exactly like the objects that they represent. But this resem-
blance is dué to the photographs having been produced under such cir-
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cumstances that they were physically forced to correspond point by
point with nature. In that respect then, they belong to the . . . class of
signs” known as the index.!’
It is hard to imagine a science of signs, especially Peircian

semiotics, developing in a pre-photographic age. The classical aes-
thetic dichotomy divides poetry and painting. A science of signs devel-
ops only after technology adds a new dimension to the signscape of the
symbolic representations of literature and the iconic representations of
painting. Peirce was born in 1839, the same year in which photography
was invented. Both he and Saussure developed their ideas contempora-

neously with the development of the cinema.!® Only after the mechan-

ical photographic apparatus ruptures the dichotomy developed

between writing and painting—between the symbolic and the iconic—

is semiotics developed. The mechanical apparatus of photography
vastly expands the realm and power of the indexical sign. What has
happened to this class of signs, atid to the semiotics of the image in
general, with the advent of digital photography?

With electronic imaging, the digital photographic apparatus ap-
proaches what avant-garde filmmaker and photographer Hollis
Frampton refers to as painting’s “dubitative” processes: like the
painter, the digital photographer “fiddles around with the picture dll it
looks right.”?” The dubitative—defined as “inclined or given to
doubt”—has long been’fpresent in photography, but now it is located at
center stage. While critics and theorists have long rejected the idea
that the photograph is somehow “true,” the very fury of the debate
over digital imaging proves that the public sphere still holds the evi-
dentiary nature of photography in high regard. Yet, as Mitchell and
others point out, in the era of the dubitative digital photograph, the
public is forced to trust in the source of the image, or in the veracity of
the image’s context. ' .

In this, the digital photograph must now be treated as having the
same truth value (or lack thereof) as a written text. We have thus re-
turned, in some sense, to the aesthetic of the pre-photographic era, to
a signscape that is once again reduced to the dichotomy between the
word and the image, though now beth are merely different outputs
from the same binary code. This insistence on context and interpreta-

















