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The past is recalled in a “compensation image” 
projected at the Harvard Art Museum to ephemerally 
restore a triptych by Mark Rothko that has degraded 
over time and has turned almost black and white, 
like an old photo. Projected here onto an empty wall, 
what we see is a difference; the Photographic is 
demonstrated as a transitional force that mediates 
between past and present, grayscale and colour, raw 
material and ephemerality, and elevates this unique 
technological supplement to art. Another example of  
the Photographic affecting other media is the 
presentation of rare images produced by the Danish 
teacher, astrophysicist, and amateur photographer 
Sophus Tromholt, who attempted to be the first to 
document the Aurora Borealis using a highly sensitive 
daguerreotype process. When his initial attempts 
were unsuccessful, he carefully crafted drawings, 
photographed them, and submitted them to science 
journals. With markers of history and other distortions 
associated with early photographs, these have 
long been misrecognised as credible indexes of the 
atmospheric performance of light. 

We grasp emergent realities by looking through  
the rear-view mirror. We use agrarian metaphors such  
as broadcasting, field, and culture, and we crop  
our images, eliminate grain, and mine, extract, farm, 
and harvest data. A series of massive cylindrical  
hay bales in the main exhibition space recall the 
pastoral landscapes we pass between cities. These 
repeated and standardised forms appear as if they 
have been copied and pasted across the terrain, 
signalling possible infinite production and the mass  
harvesting and compression of information that  
is integral to the Photographic today. They are 
indexical markers for the scraping of the landscape. 
Elsewhere, footage of a tractor ploughing a field  
is juxtaposed with a computer-generated stock video 
of an extra-terrestrial rover, each marking their path 
and kicking up dust. Whether real or virtual, grounded 
or otherworldly, archaic or futuristic, living or dead, 
they inscribe themselves in the body of a surface.  
The photograph’s claim to truth through its indexicality,  
a footprint or physical connection between the  
image and the thing depicted, is no longer there;  
it has become abstracted and artificial. Yet, as Andrew 
Norman Wilson’s CGI video loop A reason to wake  
up in the evening suggests, we want to know that the  
bites that appear on our bodies have a mosquito as 
a source, just as we want to hear the “click” of the 
camera with every screenshot. A computer-generated 
close-up repeats over and over; the mosquito burrows 
into the skin and extracts information; it is an amoral 
boundary breaker, an insatiable pest. It is not simply 
that reality is contaminated by virtuality, or that  
one can no longer be certain that an image is truthful,  
but that all material exchanges and images have  
become voracious vectors, decentralised and infinitely  
exchangeable instruments of the Photographic. 

From selfie sticks to endoscopes, there are a bizarre  
number of items surrounding photography  
that enable it to do what it does and see the world  
in ways humans could not, what Dybbroe Møller 
refers to in his essay as “photographic scaffolding.” 
Included in the exhibition is an antique camera dolly 
from Nordisk Film, one of the oldest film studios in 
the world, which was known for producing alternative 
endings to their movies for different markets.  

Similarly enabling a smooth movement through 
space, a camera rig for a DSLR camera is presented 
without a cameraman or a camera, appearing instead 
akin to an eager dog (“man’s best friend”). These 
supports are joined by a locked bicycle branded with 
the name of Ken Burns, the documentary director 
that is so renowned for zooming and panning  
to animate still images that there is now a branded 
movement effect in iPhoto called the Ken Burns 
Effect. These three objects are each presented on 
motorised turntables, one of the most important  
tools for the professional photographer today, 
which allows the camera to capture not only static 
photos from varied angles, but also to produce 
continuous 360-degree views and to digitally 
scan objects in three dimensions. In the era of the 
Photographic, the boundaries between moving and 
still images have been erased and photographic 
visualisation has shifted from the flat to the round. 

Similar to traditions whereby an entire organism is 
represented on a two-dimensional surface, Alexandra 
Bircken’s Scott Russell is a “skinned” leather 
protective motorcycle suit, an armour for machine-
human co-movement, but also an animal skin worn  
to protect another animal’s skin (recalling the  
early photographic pannotype, which used leather as  
a substrate akin to glass, metal, or paper, and the 
use of animal gelatine in later photographic prints). 
Where Bircken’s sculpture represents the human body 
through the disassembly of a surface, the music  
video for D’Angelo’s Untitled (How Does It Feel) scans  
the body in close-up, as if the moving image of the 
American R&B singer is a still photograph subjected  
to Ken Burns’ “awakening of the dead.” Chiselling  
his body to momentarily become the perfect photo-
genic specimen, he demonstrates Susan Sontag’s 
statement, that now it is “reality which is scrutinised, 
and evaluated, for its fidelity to photographs.”  
As in Rait Prääts’ glass sculpture Oskar C1, we see 
ourselves through the false transparency of the 
screen, vibrating between flatness and presence, bare 
materiality and light, and our images and behaviours 
proliferate through the mechanisms of the meme. 

In the front windows of the Tallinn Art Hall, Mercury 
features a series of diverse artworks all using the 
mannequin as a material, analysing the trope in both 
commerce and contemporary art whereby synthetic 
bodies present themselves as images and stand-ins  
for living viewers/consumers. Appropriately set 
between Juhan Raudsepp’s iconic sculptures at the  
façade, Work and Beauty, the artworks can be 
experienced in their own right while also being part  
of a group photograph of sorts, invoking thoughts 
about standardised bodies, identity, individuality, 
style, and the collective. Georgia Gardner Gray’s 
Cyborg Sweats is a reclining mannequin dressed in  
sportswear and covered in sweat, alluding to the 
neoliberal masochism of attaining the perfect female 
persona and the peculiar intersection of labour 
and leisure in fitness routines. Visibly fatigued but 
presenting herself as “liberated” by having nothing to 
hide, work, beauty, self-improvement, and recreation 
are conflated in the production of an artificial, sexual-
ised, and capitalised image. The obedient image  
of the mannequin is undermined by Elke Krystufek’s 
Flagman, who wears dishevelled white makeup and 
leans drunkenly, pants down—the image of  

CURATOR’S FOREWORD

There’s a place where life is simple.  
People are perfect. And everything is black  
and white. It’s a place as far from reality  
as we can imagine. But maybe it’s a lot closer 
than we think …

Movie trailer for Pleasantville, 
dir. Garry Ross. 1998 

In an age of heightened interdisciplinarity, the 
circumstance of a Photomonth sounds like an  
antiquated endeavour. Though certainly darkrooms  
and photo clubs still exist, photography as  
a material form is on its deathbed. The peculiar 
mix of mechanics, optics, and chemistry in classic 
photography has been supplanted by automation, 
computation, and redundancy. Through disparate 
artworks, exhibitions, texts, and educational seminars, 
the artist Simon Dybbroe Møller has explored how 
photography has become increasingly abstract; how 
it has dematerialised to ultimately diffuse into  
every aspect of our lives. This exhibition serves  
as a motor to bring these pieces together. Mercury 
expands Dybbroe Møller’s consideration of the 
Photographic into a comprehensive essay and group 
exhibition comprising artworks by other artists 
alongside found material and arcane artefacts. A text 
informing an exhibition, and an exhibition informing  
a text, the project demonstrates a reciprocal  
relation between research and presentation and 
expands photographic discourse to account  
for a broader range of cultural practices and habits.

Mercury does not lament the death of photography 
nor celebrate the emergence of new post-photographic 
techniques; nor does it reconsider the materiality  
of proto-photographic optics. Instead, the exhibition 
charts a difference between “photography” and  
the “Photographic”, by jettisoning the specificity of 
the medium and asserting its modification of  
all information today. A simple alteration of the word’s 
suffix shifts the noun to an adjective, transforming  
the discourse from a historically bound technology  
to an attribute, a quality, that is applied to all manner 
of phenomena. Here we use photographic both  
to describe the various image-recording, -sharing  
and -storing technologies of our times and to explain 
how it influences our relationship to thinking  
the world around us and ourselves. The result is not  
only a description of our current moment, but also 
an acknowledgement of the simultaneous condition 
of futurity with anachronism, whereby even the 
archaic past or our speculations on the future 
may be apprehended and described through the 
Photographic.

Each artwork or curated object is viewed through the  
lens of this highly specific and contrived logic  
and made to serve as an agent within the narrative 
generated by Dybbroe Møller. This strategy is as 
much a relative of didactic displays in archaeological, 
architectural, and science museums, as it is of the 
exhibitions of such collectives as the Constructivists, 
Charles and Ray Eames, or the Independent Group,  
who assembled to debate the aesthetic, socio-political,  
and techno-scientific forces of their present.  

Mercury interprets varied objects and artworks 
through the logics of the Photographic, exaggerating 
the material and ideological conventions inherent 
in the form. It concerns reproduction, repetition, 
contrast, and resolution. Wetness and dryness, 
hardware and software, grain, filters, scale, preservation,  
death, cropping. The shutter and the blink, the 
aperture and the diaphragm, the lens and the eye.  
It investigates the Photographic as an analogy 
machine. 

A pair of nearly identical cameras, produced on 
opposite sides of the Iron Curtain, demonstrate the  
logic of repetition and replication inherent in 
photography, and provide a certain cross-eyed view 
of technological progress. A stock of oversized 
cigarette lighters references how photographic 
representations of commodities on the internet 
are often accompanied by specific objects as proof 
of scale, as if their presence lends credulity to the 
fictions proliferating on the web. Gigantic, they  
mark a mystification of the commodity, while also 
offering a false indexical reference point. This scale 
is set against images printed on their surfaces 
that memorialise the recent destruction of a large 
miniature train display; whereby drunken teenagers 
enacted Godzilla-like fantasies upon a model of  
the world. Nina Beier’s Human Resource Industries 
similarly alludes to photographic enlargement  
by presenting a pair of gargantuan basketball shoes 
once worn by NBA all-star player Brook Lopez. 
Covered in artificial tears and sweat used in the textile 
and pharmaceutical industries respectively, the 
sneakers are at once veritable indexes for the star’s 
absent body, and fabricated signs for his labour  
and image. Edith Karlson’s Drama is in Your Head IV,  
Don’t Look Down includes a flock of cormorants,  
that ravenous wet bird from the archaic past, that have  
each perished and been cast in plaster, summoning 
photography’s preoccupation with death, preservation,  
reproduction, and its progressive control of wetness  
and dryness. Jochen Lempert’s Untitled (fly) 
similarly depicts the freezing of movement provided 
by photography, while equally correlating the 
analogue camera and the fly’s fuzzy and grainy views 
of the world. Thomas Bayrle’s Dolly Animation 
explores the religious and biological ramifications of 
photographic reproduction, exposing a fractal view. 

The Blue Marble, the first image of the whole earth,  
is presented in quadruplicate and rotated, a nod  
to the arbitrary yet political representation of its 
orientation. This image offered a view of a unified and 
fragile planet and rendered the Earth artefactual,  
a singular image of the past that had never been seen 
before nor has been taken by a human again. One  
can compare this fundamental shift to Heji Shin’s 
Baby 15, where the artist captures a baby at the 
moment of its first emergence, serving as a nod to  
the demystification of the human body through 
images, and an auxiliary to traditions of portraiture 
and the commercial trope of baby and birth photo-
graphy. Juxtaposed with a published reproduction  
of Gustave Courbet’s renowned painting, L’Origine 
du Monde, Shin’s photograph initiates a new dis-
course with its predecessor on the status of realism, 
origins, intimacy, and reproduction. This is the  
new “origin of the world.” We come into being in and 
through the Photographic. 
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MERCURY
Simon Dybbroe Møller 

The tech and computing worlds have always referenced dumb analogue 
materiality. Our laptops have desktops, windows, folders and a trash  
bin. Our platforms use skeuomorphic cues to connect virtual interfaces 
with familiar practices and morphologies. Mercury concerns the 
opposite, however. It considers how we look at the world around us  
and how we perceive history and our material world through the  
lens of technological development. Specifically, it ponders how already 
obsolete or moribund technologies colour our relationship to now. 

When we push the button to take a picture with our digital camera,  
it plays back the  recorded sounds of an analogue camera. We hear 
the swoosh of a curtain shutter, the clonk of a flipping mirror. There 
is reason to believe, however, that what we practise today is not 
photography at all, that we are merely performing a ritual with only 
slight connections to its origin. 

If one of photography’s defining qualities is its indexical nature and  
if the indexical is inexorably tied to analogue processes and materiality –  
then photography is no more. Photographic imagery has never been 
more ubiquitous than it is now, but as a material process, whereby a lens 
focuses light onto a substrate to produce an image that is chemically 
developed and printed, it has gone the way of the horse-driven cart. 
Photography is no longer clumsy mechanics and messy chemistry. It is  
no longer wet, grainy, and bounded. Instead, it has become pixelated, 
infinite, and immaterial. Digital photography is not really photography.  
It is data collecting rather than picture making. It is the translation  
of light into hidden number patterns. What it produces isn’t a thing but 

a businessman whose lost composure and engages 
in a clown-like resistance to its instrumentalisation 
as an image. Sung Tieu’s  Alien Refugee Collection 
features a headless mannequin wearing clothing 
made from plaid laundry bags that are commonly 
used by migrant populations to carry their belongings 
across the world. Modelling the design from a 2013 
fashion line that appropriated the same pattern, 
the work points to the movement of peoples and 
commodities, as well as the routine commodification 
in art and fashion of the image of poverty. Nina 
Beier and John Miller present a pair of well-dressed 
children, each accompanied by a porcelain dog in  
a faux designer bag covered in artificial snow, a nod to 
the logic of repetition, customisable accessories,  
and the frozen lifeworld integral to both photography 
and the window display.

The Photographic has become embedded in 
everything we do, encounter, and consider. It has 
become an ecology or, rather, the very terms in which  
our environment reveals itself. The glass-casted 
Hasselblad camera, exhibited here, is what photo-
graphy is today. The anachronistic icon of medium 
format photography, the interchangeable specialist 
device, it is the only camera that has been to the  
moon. Throughout its history, photography has been  
literally and figuratively a black box. Now it is 
transparent, a hollowed-out shell of its former self – 
yet more powerful than ever. 
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but also a rendering of how the fly and the camera perceive their  
worlds and interact. We look for traces of the tool in the images of stuff – 
in the grain, the digital noise, the motion blur. 

We know the image well, a hummingbird hovering in mid-air, its rapidly 
flapping wings frozen by the camera, its luminescent plumage in  
full focus against a blurred background. This trope of photographs is 
as much an image of the bird as it is a demonstration of photographic 
technology and its progress. The quick shutter speed necessary to 
freeze its movement requires a large aperture, which in turn produces 
a shallow depth of field, isolating the hummingbird from its world. 
Beautiful and petit, the hummingbird is a perfect subject, moving 
rapidly, but also suspending itself in space, modelling for the camera 
so that it can do its magic. Untitled (Fly) is the opposite. In the black-
and-white photo, a tiny fly is captured mid-flight, in full focus against 
a blurred window. The minuscule creature is seen in a world much 
larger than itself and almost disappears in the grainy materiality of the 
silver gelatin print. The choice of subjects is oddly reflective of discrete 
technological and ideological viewpoints. The hummingbird eats 
nectar; the fly eats shit. The hummingbird is found among flowers; the 
fly is seen in the lowliest places and is a pest for the lowliest creatures. 
The hummingbird is colourful; the fly a disdainful monochrome. The 
hummingbird floats and presents itself; the fly darts this way and that, 
with an erratic logic.

The moment a thing is detached from its roots, freed from its baggage, 
the moment it transgresses any expectations of accountability, it  
becomes slippery and without a centre. It can mutate and take on a large  
variety of appearances. This is photography now. Like the planarian 
flatworm – the tiny invertebrate capable of reforming its entire physique 
from slivers of its original body, a creature that keeps all of its old 

only code containing the potential to become something else. What  
we are practising today, then, is an approximation. These are the times 
after photography – the Era of the Photographic.

Photography as a material form had quite a short life. One could mark  
the endpoints of its historical moment as spanning from the toxic 
mercury of the photographic plate to the computer-generated shape- 
shifting of T-1000 in Terminator 2. Early photography was pure 
alchemy. The first publicly available photographic process, daguerre-
otypy, used poisonous mercury fumes in the development process 
– that nervously lively element we now find in the components of our 
photographic hardware. This was back when “quick” was used to 
describe things that were alive, not just those that were fast; when 
mercury’s nervous presence led it to be nicknamed quicksilver. 

One of the peculiarities of the daguerreotype was that it appeared 
either as a positive or negative, depending on the viewing angle, how 
it was lit, and whether a light or dark background was reflected on 
the metal plate. The only way to do it justice would be to describe the 
photograph in its entirety from one angle – then from another.  
Equally, the only way to do the condition of the Photographic justice 
would be to describe it in all its many states. 

The Estonian-born Baltic-German biologist Jakob von Uexküll proposed  
that different organisms perceive the world in distinct ways and  
are thus subjects of their own specific environments, their Umwelten, 
their own peculiar bubbles. Uexküll described the differences between 
animals according to their visual space: “[T]he world as seen through 
the eyes of a fly must appear considerably cruder than it does to  
the human eye.” Uexküll suggested that organisms inhabit their world 
at different rhythms, within their own subjective temporalities, and 
proposed the use of photographic techniques as a means of recording 
these variations. Jochen Lempert’s photograph Untitled (Fly) is  
not simply the camera accommodating for the movement of the fly  
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the Aurora Borealis, a flood of charged particles riding the solar winds 
and colliding with our atmosphere. Despite his use of the most sensitive 
daguerreotype process of the time, he was unable to capture even  
the faintest trace of the dancing light. Instead, Tromholt carefully crafted  
drawings of the phenomenon. He rendered the rippling curtains of 
chroma into abstract achromatic form and translated the bright colours 
of the auroral displays into hatchings of different tones of grey. He 
transposed drawing, the zero-point of mark-making, into photographic 
terms, thereby reuniting photography with its etymology of “drawing 
with light”. These drawings were then photographed and published 
along with his writings in science journals internationally. To this day, 
they are mistaken for the first credible photographs of the Northern 
Lights. In truth, it was the Photographic that granted his drawings the 
authority of fact. Like a filter, the photographic traces of torn edges, 
stained areas, scratches, and blurs combined with the vagueness  
of his sketches to produce a degraded quality that we all recognise as  
an authentic vintage marker of the Photographic. 

The IKEA catalogue with its thin sticky pages looks the same as always. 
The design and distribution of images and text on the pages do  
not seem to have changed much over the last 30 years. The catalogue 
has, however, undergone an almost undetectable but fundamental 
change. The chairs, tables, and lamps are now computer-generated. 
They are renderings imitating lens-based photography. They are not 
photographs; they are Photographic. These images follow the logic  
of creating a photographic (i.e. truthful) document of something that  
does not yet exist. Something that will only come to exist if it has an 
audience. 

memories when re-growing its head after decapitation – photography 
has regenerated into myriad intelligent forms. 

Or maybe photography has become a kind of measuring stick, the 
mercury in a thermometer, a thing that we – not unlike the log lady  
in Twin Peaks – carry around with us and relate everything to. In the 
fable Kafka and His Precursors, Jorge Luis Borges describes how  
Kafka seems to have influenced writers who long preceded him, how 
work from the distant past seems Kafkaesque to us. Barnett Newman 
once claimed, “The first man was an artist (...) [he] first built an idol 
of mud before he fashioned an axe.” Many decades later, Aditya 
Mandayam of Brud made another observation, “The first photograph 
was the blink.” We now look at everything through photography.  
When we see a polished piece of black marble, we notice its glossiness. 
It is so photographic. We look at its white veins, the snail shells, the 
mussels. This slab of crystalline metamorphic limestone resembles  
a print made from a damaged negative.

New media are born as a result of technological progress – often 
spurred on by the economy of the war machine or the relentless pursuit 
of new revenue by capital – and then move on to colour the way  
we express ourselves. At some point, media become stylistic tools and 
finally end up in the cemetery that is called language. This is where 
analogue photography is now. It has become a filter on Instagram or  
an effect in Photoshop, a reference point, an abstract term. It has 
become adjectival.

In the 1880s, the Danish teacher, self-taught scientist, and amateur 
photographer Sophus Tromholt established a private observatory in the 
village of Kautokeino, Norway. His goal was to measure and photograph 
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beginning of the link between duration and photography, a foreboding 
of the Photographic’s Janus-like relationship to beginnings and 
gateways, to transitions and time, duality, doorways, passages and 
endings – to the future and the past.

Comparison images for diets, acne medicine, and other cosmetic 
applications often will have the “before” shot in black and white and  
the “after” in colour. When we think about the past, we see the world  
in greyscale, we see it through photographic abstraction. In 1962,  
Mark Rothko painted his Harvard Murals for a penthouse dining room 
at the university. Contrary to the initial agreement, the curtains in the 
room did not remain drawn, so that over the years, these delicately hued 
expanses were continuously exposed to daylight. The murals withered 
until some areas turned pale white, while others dulled to a muddy black. 
The paintings were devolving; they became black and white versions  
of themselves.

Rothko’s ephemeral alchemy (animal glue-based crimson, whole-egg 
binding medium, manual mixes of lithol red and ultramarine blue into 
warm animal glue) made these artworks difficult to repair. After decades 
in storage, the works got a second life when a team of conservators  
and scientists developed a novel alternative to conventional restoration. 
Using a digital beamer, they projected light onto the murals to compensate  
for the lost colour on a pixel-by-pixel basis. To identify the original 
colours, a set of contemporaneous Kodak Ektachrome documentation 
slides were digitally restored and compared to an undamaged painting 

Authorless and homeless, stock photographs tend to contain mutable, 
empty, open-ended metaphors to anticipate and envisage a limitless 
variety of possible uses, intentions and customers. At once highly 
symbolic and purposely lacking any concrete meaning, the more ambi-
guous the images, the more profitable they become. They can be 
applied anywhere and everywhere. Invested with infinite inventories 
of keywords, phrases, symbolisms, and other metadata, the scenarios 
within them become part of an endless classification, forming  
“kinds of pictures”, a range of species of images whose evolution and 
proliferation depends on their variability, their talent to be adaptable, 
flourish, thrive, and circulate. As the inventory of these images grows, 
the stock becomes more specific while simultaneously becoming  
more generic, messing with age-old tensions at the heart of image 
production in general – between formula and originality, familiarity and 
novelty, quantity and singularity. 

With 100 million images posted on Instagram every day, one might 
argue that photography has been reduced to white noise. Most of our 
snapshots will never be looked at even once, not even by ourselves.  
They will be stored and forgotten, and then a new memory technology 
will render the hard drive they are on unusable. Similar to the hypothetical  
cat in Schrödinger’s thought experiment, these images both exist  
and do not. Even if the hard drive is still functioning, it seems misguided 
to classify this sleeping data as pictures. The hard drive is more like  
the black box in an aircraft and the image data on it, like audio recordings  
that are only revisited in case of a crash.

Today, we mostly take photographs using our phone, a device named 
after its capacity to transmit audio signals. A machine made for oral 
communication. The photographic imagery we produce could be said to  
be closer to spoken language than to analogue photography. Think  
of the self-destructing images we use when sexting. The  f t 'græfık  
develops its own grammars and conventions. It moves fluently, even 
faster than speech. 

The very first permanent photograph, taken by Joseph Nicéphore Niépce  
from the window of his studio in 1826, was the result of eight hours  
of exposure. In that time, the sun moved across the courtyard, causing 
shadows to appear on both sides of the exposed plate. This was the 
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The illusion technique known as Pepper’s ghost was first described  
by Giambattista della Porta in his 1584 work Magia Naturalis under the  
title “How we may see in a chamber things that are not”. This technique 
is essentially what allowed a hologram of the deceased rapper Tupac 
Shakur to perform onstage at the Coachella Music Festival with Snoop 
Dogg and Dr. Dre in 2012. There is, however, one essential difference.  
At Coachella, the performance witnessed by the audience was  
a reflection of animated photographs. In Porta’s experiments, it was 
real objects, animate or inanimate, placed in a hidden chamber beneath 
the stage, that produced the ghostly presence. Occupying positions 
before and after photography, both are examples of the Photographic. 
Photography is undead. It is a corpse reanimated by capital through  
the application of its very own life force. In other words, the rumours are 
true: photography died. This is the age of the living dead. 

As Edmund Carpenter says, “In its initial stages, every new medium 
takes as its content the medium it has just rendered obsolete: scribes 
recorded oral legends; printers set in type old manuscripts; Hollywood 
filmed books; radio broadcast concerts & vaudeville, TV showed  
old movies, magnetic tape was used to copy LP records.” A kind of  
new-fish-eats-older-fish food chain logic similar to that peculiar technique  
of cooking called engastration – the practice of stuffing and cooking 
one animal inside another. A turkey stuffed with a goose stuffed  
with a pheasant stuffed with a chicken stuffed with a duck stuffed with  
a guinea fowl stuffed with a teal stuffed with a woodcock stuffed  
with a partridge stuffed with a plover stuffed with a lapwing stuffed with  
a quail stuffed with a thrush stuffed with a lark stuffed with an ortolan 
bunting stuffed with a garden warbler stuffed with an olive stuffed  
with an anchovy stuffed with a single caper. In short, we are living at the 
stage of digestion and incorporation.

from the series, as well as to unfaded segments present on the canvases 
themselves. The values were then correlated with the surfaces of the 
murals, yielding a “compensation image”, which is now projected onto 
the paintings and ceremoniously turned off before the closing of the 
Harvard Art Museum every day. The canvases are now both paintings 
and screens.

Unlike the faux inscriptions of analogue photography so prevalent in 
contemporary photographic image-making (social media’s positioning 
of the present as a potential future past through the simulation of 
fading, film grain, and scratches), the compensation image rectifies  
the degradation of the object. It allows us the brief sensation of viewing 
the past in the present, the possibility to see these paintings returned 
to their former chromatic glory. Here the Photographic is a difference,  
a threshold between real, historical, degraded materiality, and the  
idealised and timeless picture. We are familiar with black-and-white re- 
productions of colourful paintings, but what we have here is the 
paradoxical reproduction of a black-and-white work in colour. The 
Photographic is not a tool of truth-telling, but a site of discrepancy and 
mediation. Isolated, the projection is a figure of transition – a bridge  
to both an imagined past and a digital future.

Rothko’s paintings are celebrated for emitting their own “inner light”,  
but here external light both wrecks and rejuvenates it, not unlike 
face apps that use algorithms to calculate our old or young selves. 
Something happens in this translation of analogue and digital,  
this conflation of additive (the red, green, and blue of projected light)  
and subtractive colour (the cyan, magenta, and yellow of print,  
painting, and photography). In images produced by digital projectors, 
fine black lines surround every pixel. This is known as the screen  
door effect because the lines resemble the gridded mesh we use to 
protect our homes from insects. While the Photographic gives the  
world a subtle blur, the sharp edge is the hallmark of the digital.  
The coded image projected onto Rothko’s hazy fields of paint was born 
through computational research and calculation. To rid this image of  
the unwelcome digital markers, the team at Harvard called upon the 
fuzzy logic of the Photographic. The compensation image is projected 
out of focus. 
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as machines during the agricultural revolution to being used as raw 
material and later as manufactured commodities during the industrial 
revolution. Photographic image-making and industrial capital were 
inextricably intertwined from their inception. Ken Burns’ epic nine-hour 
film not only inspired Apple’s novel movement effect, it also opened 
with a voice stating, “General Motors presents The Civil War”.

Stone-age cave painters made images of animals using animal fats, 
blood, bone marrow, albumen, urine and various colourants ground up  
to powder in mortars made of shoulder bones. A key component of 
photographic film is gelatin also manufactured from animal bones. The 
skeleton of a horse can deliver enough gelatin to produce approximately 
20,000 films. With analogue photography, we could say that the photo  
of the animal constitutes Roland Barthes’ idea of photography as 
inherently tautological – “in the flesh”. Like a seal teddy made of sealskin.  
Its self-referential equivalent today would be a photograph of a land-
scape containing titanium, tungsten, gold, or copper, or the so-called 
rare-earth elements that make up the chips in our photographic machines  
now. Photography is still crudely material. 

In 1996, the National Geographic photographer Charles O’Rear, while 
on his way to visit his girlfriend in Northern California, pulled over and 
took out his medium-format Mamiya RZ67 camera, loaded it with Fuji’s 
Velvia film, mounted it on a tripod, and produced a photo of a green  
hill before a blue sky spotted with white clouds. A storm had just passed 
over, and the winter rain had left the area a bright green. He later sold 
the image to a stock photography agency owned by Bill Gates. In 2000, 
Microsoft engineers acquired a licence to use it as the default desktop 
wallpaper for the Windows XP operating system. Bliss, as they named it, 
became the single most viewed photograph of the decade.

 

There is something heartbreaking about the way new technologies 
inscribe into their genealogy the very media they supersede. Take  
the 1990 documentary The Civil War, which was made almost exclusively 
through slow zooming and panning across thousands and thousands 
of archival photographs. This attempt to “wake the dead” had such 
an impact on Steve Jobs that he went ahead and bought the director’s 
name when applying the method to an effect in iPhoto now known  
as the Ken Burns Effect.

At the heart of our self-image lies the assumption that the human 
being is more than the animal and other than the machine. One 
such machine is the camera. The camera demands to be pointed at 
something – it needs a motif. That motif is often an animal. In 1794, 
Antoine Laurent de Lavoisier correlated machine and animal when 
he wrote that “respiration is nothing but a slow combustion of carbon 
and hydrogen, entirely similar to that which occurs in a lighted lamp 
(...) animals that breathe are true combustible bodies that burn and 
consume themselves”. Seen in this light, the internal combustion engine 
displacing draught animals in streets and factories during the industrial 
revolution was a foreseeable and inherently logical development.  
As a perverse underlining of this continuum, when the car replaced the 
horse, that industry used animal fat to toughen its tires and tubing  
and as lubricants for steel components, and it used animal skin to cover 
its interior. As John Berger points out, animals went from being used 



129128

with understanding a house by inspecting its facade. We know that 
cultures around the world have had very different takes on how  
to depict a “whole” object on a flat surface. Native Americans on the  
Pacific Northwest Coast, for example, made depictions that are 
strikingly similar to the 3D skins one can now download for gaming 
characters. In his text Seeing In The Round, the anthropologist  
Edmund Carpenter observed that they would “represent a bear, say,  
in full face & profile, from back, above & below, from within & without,  
all simultaneously”. Something arises from this peculiar fusion of  
the two-dimensional with the three-dimensional. The more superficial 
3D gaming skins do not engage with the flesh; they follow the logic  
of an animal hide that has been cut open, detached from the body and 
presented two-dimensionally. These endlessly reproducible texture 
maps are exchangeable virtual membranes symbolising the interface 
between organism and environment. Described in the French children’s 
book Monsieur et Madame Anatomie, “skin is the elastic sheath that 
covers the whole body”. The 3D skins offer the possibility to choose 
appearances – like donning a leather jacket. By attempting to skin and 
rewrap the world in surfaces, they signal early steps into the future 
territory of the Photographic.

The camera’s relationship to three-dimensional space has changed 
over time, of course. The introduction of the dolly, for example, meant 
that the camera could start smoothly moving through space. More  
than replicate our movements, this crude mechanical device helped  
to separate the camera from the body. Freed from the limitations of  
human mobility, it could see, as early filmmaker Dziga Vertov asserted,  
what the human eye could not. These were the early days of indepen-
dence for the photographic image. The word “dolly”, in the sense of  
a wheeled platform, harks back to a generic term for a lower-class woman  
or girl, especially a servant. The nickname recalls the image of a maid 
floating through space, moving objects, and attending to every need. 
The movements of the servant, as well as the machine, are regarded  
as effortless, thereby perpetuating, through their conflation, the 
recurring objectification of the woman as an invisible tool and vehicle. 

When on the highway between cities in late summer, we pass stubble 
fields scattered with seemingly endless and identical bales of hay. Dots 
of compressed surplus materiality. We share our attention between  
the navigation system, the traffic, and the vast expanses of industrialised  
agriculture. Our perception of these landscapes has changed. The 
image of the pastoral used to be about the idealisation of the rural 
landscape in light of progressive industrialisation. Today, these fields 
seem to conflate the agricultural, industrial, and digital revolutions. 
Although a result of the relentless culturing of nature, the machines’ 
ability to move incredibly heavy loads, this landscape seems decidedly 
digital. The hay bales look as if they had been copy-pasted onto the 
field. They serve as markers of perspective and produce a rhythmical, 
seemingly endless image. It is an image of compression, without  
grain, with otherworldly depth of field – a cornucopian image of the 
infinite space of the digital realm in the age of data harvesting. We know 
that haybales are essentially condensed waste material that can be 
repurposed as fodder, insulation or animal bedding. We have read that 
some scientists believe that we have less than 100 harvests left; we  
know that resources are finite. A sort of ersatz surplus, the image of 
plenitude is linked not to the landscape, but to digital image production 
itself. It signals the automated collection of data fodder after the field 
has been harvested and threshed. The Photographic is not about 
picking a flower from the pasture at the right time (Cartier-Bresson’s 
“decisive moment”). Instead, it is about harvesting the entire field. 

Photography flattens out and rationalises the world. It is a mode  
of representation concerned with revealing a single aspect of its object, 
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albeit in 3D. The motif, the actual flexing of muscles, is what makes this 
product a perfect hybrid between the moving and the still image.

In preparation for the shoot, D’Angelo went through intense physical 
training. He built muscle to give shape to his skin. In a 2008 interview, 
his personal trainer discussed D’Angelo’s aversion at the time to  
the idea for the video, “You’ve got to realise, he’d never looked like that  
before in his life. To somebody who was so introverted, and then,  
in a matter of three or four months, to be so ripped – everything was 
happening so quickly.” D’Angelo’s subsequent physical and mental 
decline was documented through police mug-shots, so that we know 
the famous video was his body’s exact peak.

It seems likely that in a few years we will look at the personal trainer  
as a complete anachronism. Someone who, not unlike the stage 
designer, still deals with real physical matter; someone who creates 
images by rearranging real things. The stage designer and the personal 
trainer transform stuff into images that create momentary illusions – 
like pouting for a selfie, but with much more effort. Think of Robert  
De Niro’s bloat in Raging Bull, Charlize Theron’s stoutness in Monster 
and Renée Zellweger’s curves in Bridget Jones’s Diary, and their 
subsequent athletic appearances on the red carpet. Like these actors, 
D’Angelo built his body for the camera. Untitled (How Does It Feel) was 
a snapshot.

The Canon EOS 5D Mark II, produced for a four-year period ending in  
2012, was the first camera to unite professional still photography  

The dolly is a cousin of the Spinning Jenny, the aggressively photographic 
industrialised loom, and the Lazy Susan, the revolving table so  
common in Chinese restaurants. It is also a relative of the potter’s 
wheel, the ancient machine for forming the protean ur-material clay, 
and the predecessor of a vital production tool for the professional 
photographer today: the motorised turntable, which allows the camera 
not only to capture static photos from various angles, but also to 
produce 360-degree views or digitally scan objects in three dimensions. 
Photographic visualisation has shifted from the flat to the round.  
This rotating view mimics the archaeologist’s haptic turning of a newly 
excavated artefact in her attempt to properly understand it from  
all sides, but one could argue that what it delivers is only distance  
and surface. This rotation paradoxically does not make the object more 
object-like, more real; it instead transforms it into a virtual entity,  
an image.

The video for D’Angelo’s millennial hit single Untitled (How Does It 
Feel) is a looped single long shot of the singer, unclothed to expose his 
ripped upper body, glistening in a black space. While the camera  
moves around him, capturing the tightening and relaxing of his muscles 
in ultra close-up, it is also limited to moving within an imaginary frame, 
defined top, left and right by the dark emptiness of the studio and,  
at the bottom, by what is presumably his naked crotch. In other words,  
this is the Ken Burns style panning and zooming into a photographic 
image that we know from the automated slideshow on our computers, 



133132

depressants or the sensitive, hyperaesthetic and all-inclusive eyesight 
of people tripping on MDMA. We are tools for the camera to realise  
a set programme of photographic possibilities. We have moved from the  
viewfinder to the composite image, from the I to the swarm. At this 
point, “we are informational capital”.

They say that the cormorant is the most ancient bird around, that it  
dates back to the dinosaurs. Unlike other aquatic birds, it has not 
developed the oil sheen that would protect it from getting soaked, 
hence its crucifix-like pose: this is how it dries its feathers in the breeze. 
What an anachronism, a thing from the past, a living fossil. In his 1989 
text Photography and Liquid Intelligence, Jeff Wall pointed to the 
control of chemical fluids in the history of photography and prophesied 
that there would be a progressive drying-out of the medium through 
computation. In this sense, “the echo of water in photography evokes its 
prehistory”. Perhaps the wet white T-shirt was the climax of old-world 
sleaziness, a last spasm of the analogue before our descent into the  
dry, waxed, weightless and ageless universe of the virtual. Do you 
remember Sabrina and Boys Boys Boys? Can you recall Samantha Fox? 
The way those singers exploited white cotton and water to produce 
images of their hefty bodies both concealed and enhanced? This 
draperie mouillée seemed to transcend the slick surfaces of glossy 
magazines by echoing the fluidity of analogue processing and the 
stickiness of the emulsion coat of a photographic print. 

It is no coincidence of course that early childhood memories mostly 
involve physical sensations; we were primitive creatures back then.  
We did not yet know how to analyse and categorise, how to rationalise 
and discuss. Imagine how in a few years we will reminisce about the 
laptop. The clunky bodily machines so characteristic of the early 21st 
century. Our first MacBook Air, for example. The loudness of its fan  
and the irony of its supposed airiness. But above all, its temperature. 
The feeling of that burning heat on our thighs, on an already hot summer 
day. The apparent blandness and unassuming formal qualities of the 

and moving image-making capabilities. An unassuming black plastic 
thing, it cancelled a century-long debate on the qualities intrinsic  
to photography on the one side and the moving image on the other. Of 
course, as we all know, a film is just a series of photographs arranged 
chronologically, making the fusion of the two in this machine seem 
more like a reunification of twins separated at birth than a daring cross-
boundary merger. This machine was both real, applicable progress  
and an anachronism at heart. What it inadvertently made clear is that 
we are now somewhere on the spectrum between the still and moving 
image (and also between flatness and three-dimensionality). The  
more static images we produce, the smoother our moving image becomes. 
The still image will soon be a thing of the past.

While the Mark II was released primarily as a still camera, the 
consumers discovered its superior moving image-making qualities  
and replaced their cumbersome video and film cameras with this 
handheld device. To transform it into a full-blown filmmaking machine, 
they started building intricate rigs so big that it dwarfed the camera 
itself. Today we live in a world full of photographic scaffolding.  

The camera is clearly a model of its creator; it is her memory. It is  
a surrogate eye that captures images for her. It is an automaton  
or a robot, epitomising the design of its maker. The camera has a body 
and a brain; it consumes. The camera is created in our image; our 
legs are like a dolly or tripod and our eyes, like a lens. We identify with 
photographic equipment; we empathise with it. We think of pelvic  
floor exercises while choosing our f-stop. We develop Photophobia.  
As Andrew Norman Wilson says, “we have been conditioned to respond 
to [techniques from cinema and television] such as the embodied flight  
of an off-balance Steadicam, a transcendent crane into a computer-
generated character’s head, or the shifting perspectives of a multi-cam  
setup“. As the camera moves, whether virtual or not, we absorb its 
routines of viewing and being in the world, it’s “realism”, and assimilate 
its automated and impossible perspectives on time and space.  
The camera may be modelled on the human physique, but humans  
also model themselves on the camera, progressively reacting to  
its changes – think of dilated pupils produced by certain kinds of anti-
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a scene. They are facing the window as we would a lens. The photo-
graphic apparatus is a choreographer; it organises the tribe. The 
mannequins in the window form a group photo, a “team shot”. The logic 
of the group photo is to insist on the individual while perceiving the  
whole as a unit. It materialises the image that the group intends to  
present of itself. As Pierre Bourdieu has said, it symbolises “nothing but 
the group’s image of its own integration.” Each is an individual, yet  
a line of mannequins is also a collective, a ragtag gang of misfits banded 
together for the common cause of producing an image. 

The first high-resolution photographs of the lunar surface were made 
by the Ranger 7 lunar probe launched by NASA in 1964. It was designed 
to perform a hard landing – “hard” meaning that the spacecraft 
intentionally crashes into the moon – and transmitted more than 4,300 
photographs during its final minutes of flight. The site of collision  
was later named Mare Cognitum, “the sea that has become known”. 
Five years later, upon the first soft landing, the moon’s surface was 
finally photographed by a human. 

COLLINS: Goddamn, that’s pretty! This is unreal. I’d forgotten.

ARMSTRONG: Get a picture of that. 

COLLINS: Ooh, sure, I will. (...) I’ve lost a Hasselblad.  
Has anybody seen a Hasselblad floating by? It couldn’t  
have gone very far, big son of a gun like that.

ARMSTRONG: It’s too late for sunrise, anyway.

COLLINS: Ah! Here it is. (...) It was floating in the aft  
bulkhead. (...) I got a little horizon. Man, look at that! 
Fantastic. I have no conception of where we’re  
pointed or which way we are or a crapping thing, but  
it’s a beautiful low-pressure cell out here.

Neil Armstrong and Michal Collins on board the Apollo 11

Photographic are everywhere, but Photographic materiality has  
not vanished; it has changed. The irritated skin, the photographic itch 
we got from messing with the chemicals of analogue photographic 
production, may have healed, but it has also been replaced by much 
more substantial ailments.

We were wetter when we were children than we are now. Think about 
it. All those puddles, the squishing sound of wet woollen socks in rubber 
boots, the feeling of a freshly soiled diaper, some spit sliding down  
our little chins. Anything happening at that point in life seemed so much 
more consequential. This is what we return to in therapy. Analogue 
photography was the childhood of the Photographic. 

It is surely no coincidence that perfectly contained drops of liquid 
sitting on surfaces of things feature so heavily in digital image-making 
tutorials. Like the techy garments used in the outdoor sports industry, 
these images inhabit a landscape of impenetrability and hydrophobia. 
We know that the perfect water drops on the bright green leaves 
adorning our computer desktops did not occur naturally. We are dealing 
with digital image-making here, with ideals. A world where things  
have borders, a world without entropy, a dried-up universe without 
decay, the ultimate objectification of the lively. 

When we look at assemblies of mannequins in shop windows, the 
glass resembles the surface of a screen, flattening the frozen figures 
into a photographic image. Despite their location at the frontage of 
capital, they cannot be possessed – they are instruments for display. 
Mannequins are uncanny assemblages of the corpse, the machine,  
the commodity and the individualised object. Each is inherently rigid 
yet infinitely accessorisable. The mannequin’s standardisation, its 
silent, pure and simple appearance, gives the impression of allowing any 
alteration to have an effect, but like the photographic image, it is only 
seemingly without character or qualities. It is blank but also gendered, 
racialised, abstracted and weaponised. The variations in style and 
generic positions hide its adherence to the logic of repetition. Together, 
this posse of posers peruse the spectator and become characters in  
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Ottoman diplomat Khalil Bey to the psychoanalyst Jacques Lacan) and 
regularly revealed to guests as a kind of party trick. For much of the  
20th century, the original painting was lost and supplanted by photo- 
graphic reproductions so poor that art historian Linda Nochlin 
described them as seemingly “printed on bread”. These reproduced 
repetitions rendered the image “literally indistinguishable from 
standard, mass-produced pornography (...) indeed, identical with it.” 
Rather than serve to offer a turning point and new origin for painting, the 
artwork instead was a symptom of the ever-increasing saturation  
of decontextualised and fragmented images of the body rendered by  
the Photographic condition. The title of this piece points to a combination  
of sacrilege, psychosexual drives, and the bare-life of the maternal. 
Courbet’s painting was directed as a vehicle for shock by directly 
depicting what traditional representational art had always repressed  
but alluded to, while acknowledging the simple fact that all human 
beings have been carried and delivered into this world by a female body.

Photography came into the world and split the representation of the  
body into a set of conflicting representational systems that intercedes  
and reframes corporeal reality. Photography served in the continued 
objectification of women, but it has also demystified the body by 
exposing the bare facts of our anatomies and biological processes. 
Through extreme close-ups, and internal and external views, photo-
graphy disclosed the beginning of human life. Birth photography 
opened up public discussions on the human body and was central to  
the establishment of sexual education and gender equality. The  
baby is captured at the moment when it separates from the mother’s 
body – a profane reality that we all have experienced in some form,  
yet no one remembers. While photography is often spoken of as  
a document of death, these images conversely mark the emergence  
of life. This is our origin of the world. What we see here is the 
reproduction of reproduction. 

“The Blue Marble” from 1972 was an unplanned snapshot taken by  
a crew member on Apollo 17. The first complete photo of the earth,  
it has since become the most wildly trafficked and reproduced image. 
Within it are all other known photographs, paintings, people and places. 
Everything discussed here is in this image. The perceptual distance  
it enabled helps us understand the wholeness of our earth, that it holds  
nearly everything we can conceptualise. It is mostly shown with 
Antarctica at the bottom, although the actual view the astronauts had, 
floating weightlessly in space, was with Antarctica on top. 

The Photographic has allowed us to peer into our origins, into the deep 
field of space. It has allowed us to produce images of the beginning  
of space and time, of what happened in that first trillionth of a trillionth 
of a second. With the recent photographic image of the black hole,  
the blind spot, that exotic space-time realm that had long been beyond 
our ken, we have accessed the origin of the origin, the beginning and 
end of all things. 

Gustave Courbet’s 1866 painting L’origine du Monde features a direct  
view of the naked crotch of an anonymous reclining woman. Decidedly 
photographic in its cropping, it shows the body in close-up and isolation.  
More than merely a transgressive act, this image was a response to  
the erotica modernised and circulated by photography, to images  
in which fantasy and idealisation were stripped back to offer up the 
female sex, very real and very physical, like an object. Like a dirty 
magazine, L’origine du Monde was passed between men (from the 
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the surface – is so often ridiculed in Western society. Clearly,  
when we photograph, we take more than only an image. In Goethe’s 
Faust, Mephistopheles exclaims, “Six stallions, say, I can afford. /  
Is not their strength my property? / I tear along, a sporting lord, / As if  
their legs belonged to me.” Both photography and capital are linked  
to possession. They both possess what Marx called “the property of  
appropriating all objects”.

The Photographic is not merely the production, reproduction and  
dissemination of images, but rather uncanny omniscience, omni-
presence, omnipotence. To speak about the Photographic is not  
only a matter of discussing images or habits or data or social 
interactions. It is not only a matter of chemicals or f-stops or lenses  
or techniques. The Photographic is a translator and equaliser of all 
things. It renders all things interchangeable; it is the primary currency. 
Like capitalism, it is the indispensable tool for how we view our- 
selves and everything else. We look at everything with photography.  
We experience, know and evaluate the world as a function of  
the Photographic. What a weird function of the mind it is that we are 
now able to translate everything into photographic images at will 
and process them in our photoshop brain, the ultimate meeting of 
photography and commerce. 

With machines reading images and exchanging them between each 
other significantly more than humans, our photographic images  
have become data patterns that are poached like ivory tusks. We are  
not as Richard Brautigan once wishfully imagined, “watched over  
by machines of loving grace”; we are the carcasses that the machine 
has left behind. Or: we are feeding a machine, and the machine  
eats images.

The Photographic is an analogy machine. In its universe, to quote  
Walt Whitman, as Kaja Silverman has,

A vast similitude interlocks all,
All spheres, grown, ungrown, small, large, suns, moons, planets,
All distances of place however wide,
All distances of time, all inanimate forms,
All souls, all living bodies though they be ever so different,  

or in different worlds,
All gaseous, watery, vegetable, mineral processes, the fishes,  

the brutes,
All nations, colors, barbarisms, civilizations, languages,
All identities that have existed or may exist on this globe,  

or any globe,
All lives and deaths, all of the past, present, future …

On 5 July 1996, when Dolly the first cloned sheep was born, the logic 
of the Photographic and the biological combined, ushering in a litany 
of concerns about the status of reproduction. A literal realisation of 
creating a “living replica”, the clone is very often thought of as akin  
to mechanical reproduction, a sort of photocopy, a Xerox. Just as Walter 
Benjamin foresaw that photography’s mechanical reproducibility  
would herald the loss of the aura, there is normalised anxiety regarding  
the replication of beings, a fear that it will diminish individuality and  
the authenticity of life itself. Today we speak about cloning for all  
manner of processes of copying, imitation and reproduction. Cloning 
has become, as W. J. T. Mitchell says, an “image of image-making 
itself”. In Photoshop and other software, we use a clone tool to replace 
information for one part of a picture with that from another part.  
A whole can be produced from a part just as Dolly was produced from 
cells from a mammary gland. 

According to Alexander Kluge, Antwerp’s legendary wool exchange 
was where financial capital began. Rather than transfer finished textiles, 
bales of fibre or even the bodies of sheep, this was a site of speculation. 
It was where unborn or absent mammals and their potential fleece 
were bet on and traded, resulting in exchanges with no fundamental 
value or use. It was entirely driven by the logic of trading itself, a site 
for the exchange of real and possible images – the promulgation and 
translation of things into signs that operate outside of their material 
base. When money later cut ties with the gold standard, value became 
entirely decentralised, infinitely convertible, and disassociated from 
labour and things – unmoored. This is where photography is now. It 
has lost its foundations and is no longer encumbered by its indexicality 
and materiality. This has allowed it to be everywhere and to become 
everything. It has become mercury-like. Liquid, protean, mutable, fast-
flowing, moving at the slightest touch. Alive. Photography has been 
replaced by the Photographic.

It seems contradictory that resistance to photographic portraiture – 
the belief by some cultures that the photograph captures more than just 
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Every tradition, body, community, history and fact has been pulled into 
the orbit of the Photographic, to the extent that the Photographic  
has become too big to fail. It is photography expanded to such an extent 
that it no longer has a centre, no core to its being.

The Photographic is undead, abject, and completely uncontrollable 
ambiguity: slouching across the earth, restless and hallucinatory,  
a thing with a soul, a body that is rotten but reactive, oblivious to itself, 
yet driven by unforgiving instinct. How else to describe the elusive  
body that is the ghost of photography, its panic blossom, the last days 
of its empire? 

Thomas Bayrle’s serial repetitions of images and 
objects drawn from mass culture, technology,  
religion, and politics have long anticipated, 
and then examined, our increasingly marketed, 
automated, and pixelated world. He was one of the 
first artists to experiment with computers, and his 
unique visual language has taken on various forms 
including collages, paintings, sculptures, prints, 
films, tapestries, videos, installations, and books. 
He has been the subject of major solo retrospective 
exhibitions at The New Museum, New York; MAK, 
Vienna; Institute of Contemporary Art, Miami; 
Lenbachhaus, Munich; Institut d’art contemporain, 
Villeurbanne / Rhône-Alpes, France; WIELS, Brussels; 
Museum Ludwig, Cologne; and Museum für Moderne 
Kunst, Frankfurt. His work has been included in 
documenta 3, 6, and 13 in Kassel, Germany; the 8th 
Busan Biennial; the 6th and 8th Gwangju Biennials; 
the 50th and 53rd Venice Biennales; the 16th Sydney 
Biennial. He lives and works in Frankfurt.

Nina Beier’s practice addresses the troubled history 
of images as they are tied to routines and objects. 
Her works trace how things are produced, circulated 
into new contexts, symbolised, commoditised, 
interpreted, and represented, mutating from objects 
to images and back again. Loaded materials (as 
commodities, symbols, material facts, and artifice) 
are placed in close conversation and conflict to 
test their images and register how meanings and 
values shift. The result charts the lines between life 
and its image, and the social and political problems 
of such representations and exchanges. She has 
had solo exhibitions at Spike Island, Bristol; CAC, 
Vilnius; the Kunstverein in Hamburg; David Roberts 
Art Foundation, London; Objectif Exhibitions, 
Antwerp; Kunsthaus Glarus, Switzerland, among 
others. Her work has been included in Performa 
15, New York; the 13th Biennale de Lyon; the Baltic 
Triennial 13; and the 20th Biennale of Sydney, as 
well as in group exhibitions at the Walker Art Center, 
Minneapolis; Centre Pompidou, Paris; Tate Modern, 
London; Hamburger Bahnhof, Berlin; KW Institute 
for Contemporary Art, Berlin; ICA, London; Swiss 
Institute, New York; and Kunsthalle Wien, Vienna, 
among others. She lives and works in Berlin.

Using a wide range of materials, Alexandra Bircken’s 
sculptures often involve an irrevocable dismantling, 
interweaving, cutting, or reforming of objects, which 
exposes their internal complexities, undermines  
their utilitarian and symbolic values, and abstracts 
form to derive new meanings and connections. 
Technical apparatuses and the absent presence of 
bodies regularly interact and commingle, and the skin 
and other surfaces play prominent roles in describing 
the interface between outside and inside, power 
and vulnerability. Bircken has had solo exhibitions 
at Secession, Vienna; Studio Voltaire, London; BQ 
Berlin; Centre de l’art contemporain d’Ivry, le Crédac, 
France; K21 Ständehaus, Düsseldorf; Museum 
Abteiberg, Mönchengladbach; Herald St, London; 
Kunstverein Hannover, among others. Her work 
was included in the 58th Venice Biennale; Yorkshire 
Sculpture International; and Glasgow International 
Festival 2016, and in group exhibitions at KW Institute 
of Contemporary Art, Berlin; Whitechapel Gallery, 
London; and MAK, Vienna, among others. She lives 
and works in Berlin and Munich.  

Whether in her polychromatic figurative paintings, 
prop-like sculptures, or her humorous and critical 
plays, Georgia Gardner Gray’s practice consistently 
addresses rituals of performativity in late capitalism. 
By ironically exaggerating certain lifestyle tropes –  
from the “liberated” social media maven, to the rebel 
outfitted in corporate counter-cultural wares, to  
the stoic club bouncer – Gardner Gray examines  
the contradictory codes of self-presentation today,  
where individual freedom is indistinguishable from 
consumerism, and rebellion and feminism are 
standardised, denatured, and channelled back into 
the market. Gardner Gray has had solo exhibitions at 
The Downer, Berlin; Croy Nielsen, Vienna; Kunsthalle 
Lingen, Lingen; Grüner Salon, Volksbühne, Berlin;  
and the Kunstverein in Hamburg. She has participated 
in the group exhibitions at Schinkel Pavillon, Berlin; 
Braunsfelder Family Collection, Cologne; Lomex 
Gallery, New York; Tanya Leighton Gallery, Berlin; 
Whitney Museum of American Art, New York  
and Bodega, Philadelphia, among others. She lives 
and works in Berlin.   

Edith Karlson’s sculptures, videos, and installations 
humorously exaggerate and redirect states of 
melancholy, tragedy, and doom. Often, the human 
body is disassembled or featured as a ghost or death 
mask, while animals, cavemen, and dinosaurs serve  
as protagonists and symbols for psychological  
and evolutionary regression and death and extinction. 
Each project alludes to internal conflicts in both  
an earnest and sarcastic manner, while sardonically 
teasing the sensibilities of the viewer. She has had 
solo exhibitions at Temnikova & Kasela, Tallinn; (AV17) 
Gallery, Vilnius; Museum der bildenden Künste 
Leipzig; Tallinn City Gallery; Tartu Art House; Gallery 
Sur la Montangne, Berlin; Gallery Draakon, Tallinn, 
among others. Her work has been included in group 
exhibitions at EKKM Contemporary Art Museum 
Estonia, Tallinn; Notting Hill Arts Club, London;  
Kumu, Tallinn; Museum of the New Art, Pärnu; and 
Galleria Vanha Savu, Merikarvia, Finland, among 
others. She lives and works in Tallinn.

Fusing ironic self-reflection with references to art 
history, pop culture, and contemporary politics,  
Elke Krystufek’s paintings, writings, videos, photo-
graphs, performances, collages, sculptures, and 
installations are always confrontational. Key to her 
practice is to test the boundaries between private and 
public by exposing taboos and culturally conditioned 
attitudes regarding women’s bodies, behaviours, 
and subjecthoods. By exaggerating and undermining 
forms of power and self-performance, she explores 
strategies of refusal. She has had institutional  
solo exhibitions at MAK, Vienna; GEM – Museum of  
Contemporary Art, Den Haag; ARC Musée d’Art 
Moderne de la Ville de Paris; Steirischer Herbst 2008, 
Camera Austria, Graz; and Ulmer Museum, Ulm, 
among others. She represented Austria at the 53rd 
Venice Biennale, and her works were included in group 
exhibitions at Centre Pompidou, Paris; Whitechapel 
Art Gallery, London; MoMA, New York; Museum der 
Moderne, Salzburg; EMMA – Museum of Modern  
Art, Espoo, Finland; Museum Moderne Kunst Arnhem, 
Netherlands; Kunstmuseum Bern; Elgiz Museum  
of Contemporary Art, Istanbul; and the Contemporary 
Museum, Baltimore, among others. She lives and 
works in Vienna. 

Images in the essay were harvested from  
the massive photographic archive of the Internet.
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Jochen Lempert’s background in biology and 
experimental film (he was a member of the 80s 
German collective Schmelzdahin (Melt away)) 
is apparent in his hand-printed black-and-white 
analogue photographs, camera-less photograms, 
and many publications. With a naturalist eye and 
philosophical motivation, his images record the 
intimate overlap of human and animal worlds.  
By emphasising the individuality and routines of his  
animal subjects, he makes visible our urban and 
cultural spaces as shared and complex ecological 
systems. He has had solo exhibitions at Kunsthaus 
Wien; Museum für Kunst und Gewerbe, Hamburg; 
Musée départemental d’art contemporain de 
Rochechouart, France; BQ, Berlin; Kunstverein 
München; Cincinnati Art Museum; Between Bridges, 
Berlin; Hamburger Kunsthalle; Lulu, Mexico City; 
Midway Contemporary Art, Minneapolis; the 
Rochester Art Center, Rochester; and Kunstverein 
Ulm, Ulm. His work has been included in group 
exhibitions at Galleria Monica De Cardenas, Milan; 
The Renaissance Society at The University of  
Chicago; Museum für Kunst und Gewerbe, Hamburg; 
SMAK, Ghent; Nouveau Musée National de Monaco; 
Neue Gesellschaft für bildende Kunst, Berlin;  
Marian Goodman Gallery, London; and Fotomuseum 
Winterthur, among others. He lives and works in 
Hamburg.

John Miller’s practice deploys painting, sculpture, 
photography, video, music, critical writing and 
other forms to address how ideology is performed 
and maintained in the cultural sphere. Key to his 
investigation is the critical analysis of the psycho-
logical, economic, and political dimensions of 
commodity fetishism, connecting latent urges, 
standardised desires, and mass-produced fantasies  
to objects, images, and social dynamics. In doing  
so, he humorously confronts systems of labour, value, 
and artificiality, and exposes capitalism’s profound 
influence on our private and public behavioural 
patterns. He has been the subject of major solo 
retrospective exhibitions at Institute of Contemporary 
Art, Miami; Museum Ludwig, Cologne; Kunsthalle 
Zürich; Musée d’art moderne et contemporain, 
Geneva; Magasin Centre National d’art contemporain, 
Grenoble, France; and Kunstverein Hamburg. His 
work was included in the 1991 Whitney Biennial and 
the 2010 Gwangju Biennale and he has participated  
in group exhibitions at the New Museum, New  
York; CAPC Musée d’art contemporain, Bordeaux; 
Museo Reina Sofía, Madrid; MoMA PS1, New 
York, among others. His writing and criticism have 
appeared in Artforum, e-flux, and Texte Zur. He lives 
and works in New York. 

Simon Dybbroe Møller’s practice tests the relation-
ship between essential sensate qualities and the 
evolution of communication; how it feels to be bodies 
tumbling or stumbling through this world; how 
we change media and how media changes us. His 
work often concerns the materiality and physicality 
of things against the backdrop of ubiquitous 
representations in the media, and the simultaneous 
transformation of our concept of nature. He has  
had solo exhibitions at Contemporary Art Centre in 
Vilnius, Fondazione Giuliani in Rome, Kunsthalle  
Sao Paulo, 21er Haus in Vienna, Kunstverein Hannover, 
Frankfurter Kunstverein, among others. His work 

was included in the 5th Moscow Biennial, the 2nd 
Turin Triennial and the 9th Berlin Biennial and in 
group exhibitions at MOCA Detroit; KW Institute for 
Contemporary Art, Berlin; Palais de Tokyo, Paris; SMK 
National Gallery, Copenhagen; Centre Pompidou, 
Paris; Hamburger Bahnhof, Berlin, and Kunstverein 
München. He is a Professor at The School of Sculpture 
Charlottenborg at the Royal Danish Academy of  
Fine Arts in Copenhagen. He lives and works in Berlin.

Post Brothers is an enthusiast, taxi driver, word 
processor, and curator often engaged in artist-
centred projects and collaborations, or occupying 
the secondary information surrounding cultural 
production. He has curated exhibitions and presented 
projects in Poland, Mexico, Canada, the United States, 
Portugal, Denmark, Greece, Estonia, Germany, 
Austria, Lithuania, Italy, Finland, Belgium, Latvia, 
The Netherlands, and China. Previously, he was  
a curator at Kunstverein München. His essays and 
articles have been published in Annual Magazine, 
the Baltic Notebooks of Anthony Blunt, Cura, Fillip, 
Kaleidoscope, Mousse, Nero, Art Papers, Pazmaker, 
Punkt, and Spike Art Quarterly, as well as in numerous 
artist publications and exhibition catalogues. He lives 
in Kolonia Koplany, a village near Białystok, Poland.

Rait Prääts is one of the most esteemed glass 
artists working in Estonia today. Acknowledged 
internationally and locally, he is perhaps most known 
for his large-scale commissions at numerous  
public spaces and religious sites throughout Estonia, 
Finland, and France. His work deploys a wide  
range of glass making techniques, also incorporating 
found objects and kinetic effects that refer to 
proto-cinematic animation devices such as the 
phénakisticope. His recent works have also addressed 
consumerism and the rapid development of 
technology, connecting these contemporary habits 
to ancient traditions and routines. He has had solo 
exhibitions at the Estonian National Museum, Tartu; 
Open Air Museum, Tallinn; Estonian National Library 
gallery; Kuressaare Town Hall gallery; Anu Pentik 
gallery, Posio, Lapland, Finland; Pärnu City Gallery 
in Town Hall; Tartu University Art Museum; and the 
Laterna magica gallery, Helsinki among others. His work 
has been included in multiple editions of the 2D 
International Glass Biennale Vilnius-Pärnu-Rapla; the 
GLASSTRIENNIAL, Steninge Palace, Sweden and the 
Tallinn Applied Art Triennial; and in group exhibitions 
at the Estonian Museum of Applied Art and Design, 
Tallinn; the Finnish Glass Museum, Riihimäki; Tallinn 
Art Hall, among others. He lives and works in Tallinn.

Mark Rothko’s Harvard Murals were commissioned 
1962 for the University but became damaged by  
light to such an extent that they were put into storage 
in 1979 and were only exhibited once afterwards,  
in 1988. After developing a non-invasive restoration 
by projecting a “compensation image” onto the 
paintings, the works have been presented in a 
permanent gallery at the Harvard Art Museum since 
2014. The Rothko restoration project team included 
Narayan Khandekar (Straus Center for Conservation 
and Technical Studies), Carol Mancusi-Ungaro, 
Christina Rosenberger (Center for the Technical  
Study of Modern Art) and Mary Schneider Enriquez 
(Division of Modern and Contemporary Art), all  
from Harvard Art Museums, as well as Jens Stenger  

of the Institute for the Preservation of Cultural 
Heritage, Yale University. Santiago Cuellar,  
Ankit Mohan, and Ramesh Raskar of the Camera 
Culture Group at the Massachusetts Institute of 
Technology collaborated on the camera-projector 
system and software, and the digital restoration  
of the Ektachrome transparencies was completed 
with Rudolf Gschwind of the University of Basel.

Heji Shin is a photographer that works in both art  
and commercial photography, developing specific  
and distinct responses to these varied contexts.  
Her works primarily address the conventions  
and expectations of portraiture, questioning routines 
of access, intimacy, power, and representation  
in the practice, as well as mocking the cliché that  
such images promise a chance to see something  
more in the subject. Audaciously confrontational  
yet often deadpan, her works tease political  
and moral sensibilities, and exaggerate the staging 
and marketing of the self today. She has had solo 
exhibitions at Galerie Buchholz, Berlin; Kunsthalle 
Zürich; MEGA Foundation, Stockholm; Reena Spaulings,  
New York; Real Fine Arts, New York; Galerie Bernhard, 
Zürich, among others. Her work has been included  
in OpenART 2019, Örebro, Sweden; the 2019 Whitney 
Biennial, New York; the Athens Biennale 2018; and 
Based in Berlin 2011, and in group exhibitions at 
Autocenter, Berlin; Galerie Buchholz, New York; Taylor 
Macklin, Zürich; and Palais de Tokyo, Paris, among 
others. In 2012, she produced photographs for Make 
Love, a best-selling photographic guide to sexuality 
for teenagers. She lives and works in New York. 

Sung Tieu’s practice explores logics of displacement, 
alienation, and locality through sound, photography, 
film, performance, text, and sculpture. A storyteller 
using conceptual and historiographic techniques, 
her works chart exchanges of labour, cultural codes, 
materials, and people. In doing so, she maps the 
tensions of inside and outside, local and global, in 
the public sphere and identifies structural affinities 
between forms of institutional power and the routines 
of global capitalism. She has had solo exhibitions at 
Fragile, Berlin; Chan + Hori Contemporary, Singapore; 
Nha San, Hanoi, Vietnam; Art Basel Statements; 
Sfeir Semler Gallery, Hamburg; New Space Arts 
Foundation, Hue, Vietnam; Micky Schubert, Berlin; 
FIAC Art Fair, Paris; and Freshfields Bruckhaus 
Deringer, Hamburg, among others. Her work has been 
included in group exhibitions at Manggha Museum  
of Japanese Art and Technology, Kraków; Kunstverein 
Alte Feuerwache Loschwitz and public billboards 

throughout Dresden; Royal Academy of Arts, London; 
Maisterravalbuena, Madrid; Mostyn, Wales; Gallery 
José Garcia, México City; and the Sudbury Neutrino 
Observatory (SNOlab), Ontario, among others. She 
lives and works in Berlin and London. 

Sophus Tromholt (1851–1896) was a Danish teacher, 
self-taught astrophysicist, and amateur photographer 
that lived and taught for some time in Bergen, Norway. 
For the first International Polar Year in 1882–1883, 
he established a scientific Northern Lights centre in 
Kautokeino. When he was unsuccessful in producing 
dry-plate photographs of the phenomena (producing 
drawings as a substitute, presented in the exhibition), 
he instead made around 300 images of northern 
landscapes, villages, and the people he encountered 
from Norwegian, Kven and Sami communities.  
A significant historical document, these portraits 
are distinct for their time because they note the 
individuals depicted and resist exoticisation or racial 
stereotypes. The works in the exhibition are made 
from the original glass plate negatives now held in the 
Tromholt Collection in the Pictures Collection at  
the University of Bergen Library. Since 2013, this 
archive has been included on the UNESCO Memory  
of the World register.

In his images, videos, sculptures, installations, 
curation, and writing, Andrew Norman Wilson directs 
attentions to the effects of our rapidly changing 
image economies on our bodies and minds, charting 
the ways these shifts have changed the conditions 
of our labour, perceptions, and sensations. Using and 
abusing narrative and scientific techniques, his work 
often identifies affinities and contradictions across 
time and space, and conflates phenomena normally 
considered “technological,” “natural,” “cultural,”  
or “artificial.” In doing so, he makes visible lapses in 
knowledge and our acculturation to the dysfunctional 
logic of images today. He has had solo exhibitions 
at Kunstverein Braunschweig; the Fotomuseum 
Winterthur; and the Centre for Contemporary Art 
Futura, Prague among others. His work was included 
in the Biennale für aktuelle Fotografie, Germany;  
the Biennale Internationale Design Saint-Etienne; 
2016 Gwangju Biennial; the 2016 Bucharest Biennial; 
the 9th Berlin Biennial; and the 6th Moscow 
International Biennale for Young Art, and in group 
exhibitions at Museum of Contemporary Art Chicago; 
Luma Arles; Whitney Museum of American Art,  
New York; La Casa Encendida, Madrid; and  
the Museum of Modern Art Warsaw, among others.  
He lives and works in Los Angeles.
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