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PHOTOGRAPHY AS A

REPRESENTATIONAL ART
Robert Wicks

\
FOR SOME aestheticians, photography’s artistic status 1s still questionable. Can a
single photograph be a great work of visual art comparable to any of the best
paintings and sculptures? If one answers no, 1t 1s probably because one doubts
whether photographers can be great artists. Owing to the mechanical and causal
processes that produce a photographic 1mage independently of the photo-
grapher’s acuvity, some critics have regarded photographers as mere techm-
cians who assist an otherwise automatic process by which nature ‘draws its own
ymage’ upon a light-sensitive film From this perspective, onc may compare
photographers to player-piano operators or to organ-grinders who simply press
buttons or turn cranks to run musical mechamsms. Since photography is
essentially mechanical, so 1t 1s thought, photographers cannot be aruists any
more than player piano operators or organ-gnnders may be considered
musicians. i

It is now recognized that the making of a good photograph involves far more
than pressing a camera’s shutter release button, and that accomphished photo-
graphers exeraise significant aesthetic judgement 1n relation to the subject-
matter and composition of their photographs. Yct contemporary challenges to
photography’s status as an art persist in the old tradition. These are more subtle,
but are similarly grounded in the alleged drawback of photography cited from
its begmnings, namely, its dependency upon a causal, mechamcal process
through which one produces photographic images. For example, Roger
Scruton asserts in hus essay ‘Photography and Representation’,! not that photo-
graphy fails to be an art, but that photography’s mechanical nature prevents it
from being an art of representation. An upshot of his view 1s that the photo-
graphic medium does not compare well with pamting, sculpture and
literature—all of which are representational arts—in its capacity to express
insights about the world. In this essay, I shall cotically discuss Scruton’s
position, and explam, contrary to his claims, how photography 1s an art of
representation. My aim 1s to bring to hght the aesthetic and artistic capacitics of
photography that account for its being a representational art,

Scruton’s contention that photography 1s not a representational art 1s casily
misunderstood. He docs not assert that photographs do not contain 1mages of
things. His striking, often quoted remark that photography is not represen-
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tation expresses a more subtle and thought-provoking position. Scruton mam-
tamns that whatever 1s arnistic i photography does not stem from any
characteristic pecultar to the photographic medmam. That s, he does not bélieve
that there are any photographic representations, as there are literary, dramatic,
pictorial, and sculptural representations. According to Scruton, the aesthetic
value of a photograph as a representation of something derives solely from the
aesthetic quahties of the represented subject—qualies that exist 1n the subject
before the making of the photograph. Moreover, he holds that a photograph's
aesthetic value with respect to its formal, as opposed to representational, quahinies
does not issue from any peculiarity of photography as a medium.

To stress the disunctive qualities of photography in comparison with paint-
g, Scruton bases his argument upon an analysis of an ‘ideal photograph'—a
photograph whose aesthetic features are fully exphcable in terms of the causal
relation between the photograph and what it represents. His account highhghts
the causal process through which hight reflected from a visible object is focused
upon a light-sensitive, chemically-coated film to impress the object’s image
upon the film, An 1deal photograph provides a perfect copy of an object’s
appearance.

Scruton defines a representational art as one wherein 1t 1s possible to create art
works i which we may take ‘an aesthetic interest in representation’, By further
specifying the charactenstic qualities of this interest, he explains what qualities
an art form must have 1f 1t 1s to be a representational art.

Following a tradition of aesthetic theory that considers an aesthetic interest to
be a disinterested interest, Scruton mantains that an aesthetic interest 1s an mnterest
in something for its own sake. Accordingly, he rejects the view that we can have
an aesthetic mterest in something if we take an nterest in that thing as a
surrogate for something else. Scruton s on firm ground here. For example, if
one takes an interest solely n the formal relationships among an art work’s
perceptual properties, one has an nterest in the art work for 1ts own sake, since
such formal relations do not by themselves extend one’s aesthetic mterest
beyond the art work. However, an aesthetic (1.¢., disinterested) interest inan art
work's representational qualities will lead one beyond the art work, for one
must note the relationship between the art work and what 1t represents To
appreciate an art work for 1ts own sake, mn this case, 1s to have an aesthetic
interest in the art work’s qualities in so far as they express an msight about or
mnterpret what the art work represents.

According to Scruton, an aesthetic mterest 1n representation is impossible
with regard to an ideal photograph. Since an ideal photograph perfectly
reproduces an object’s visual appearance and merely duplicates what we see
with the naked eye, he believes that an 1deal photograph cannot say anything
about 1ts subject. That is, a mere copy of the subject’s actual appearance cannot
interpret the subject. So, if one were to take an aesthetic interest 1 an 1deal
photograph, this interest must limit itself to the photograph’s formal qualities,
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since it 15 alleged that an 1deal photograph as a representation has no aesthetic
- properties umquely 1ts own. .

Since an 1deal photograph reflects an object’s appearance without distortion,
Scruton tends to believe that the aesthetic quahties of an ideal photograph
simply mirror those of the object it represents. For example, he states, ‘1f one
finds a photograph beautiful, 1t is because one finds something beautiful in its
subject’? and adds, ‘the emotional or “aesthetic” qualitics of a photograph tend
to derive directly from the qualities of what 1t “‘represents™: if the photograph s
sad, 1t 1s usually because 1ts subject 1s sad; 1f the photograph 1s touching, 1t 15
because its subject is touching, and so on’.3 According to this view, a photo-
graph’s aesthetic value does not spring from any unique characteristic of the
photograph, but derives from the aesthenic value of what the photograph
represents. So, even 1f one were to have an aesthetic interest 1 an 1deal
photograph confined to a photograph’s formal features, this interest would not
direct stself upon any qualities of the photograph unigue to photography as a
medium.

Given an absolute visual congruency between an ideal photograph and the
appearance of what it represents, 1t 1s difficult to imagine how one could dispute
Scruton's claim that the aesthetic qualities of an ideal photograph only reiterate
those of the objects it represents. Yet there 1s good reason to doubt this claim,
for there are pronounced aesthetic differences between an 1deal photograph and
the objects 1t represents that even a perfect visual simlanty between the two
cannot nullify. These aesthetic differences are the consequence of a photo-
graph’s stationary character. Unlike the transtent images we experience with the
naked eye, a photograph, 1deal or actual, captures and preserves the appearance
ofits subject. We can thus see more about an object by inspectingts photograph
than 1s possible by perceiving it directly with the naked eye. This pecuhiarity of
photography has been recognized from the nme of its inception, when we
learned from the first photographs of galloping horses how mustaken our
previous beliefs about their movement had been. A stationary image provides
an opportumty for visual review and study, and allows previously unnoticeable
aspects of the subject to emerge. When such aspects come into conscious visual
play, one will have an aesthetic experience of the represented subject different
from a comparable experience of the subject with the naked eye. Since an 1deal
photograph and 1ts subject do not always share the same aesthetic qualities, 1t1s
erroneous to believe that they are aesthetically nterchangeable.

How does this aesthetic difference between ideal photographs and their
subjects bear upon Scruton’s claim that 1t is 1mpossible to have an aesthetic
interest 1 representation with regard to an 1deal photograph? As previousty
noted, an aesthefic nterest in representation must focus on the ideal photograph
for 1ts own sake and take 1nto account what the photograph represents. Since the
aesthetic differences between an object scen with the naked eye and by means of
an ideal photograph result from the stationary aspect of the ideal photograph,
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we may presume that an aesthetic nterest 1n representation regarding an ideal
photograph would mvolve an appreciation of this stationary aspect of the
photograph as 1t aesthetically relates to what the photograph represents.

- An aesthetic interest 1n representation as just descnibed would be possible, for
example, with regard to a close-up photograph of a stop-sign behind which
looms a smoke-billowing factory, This image sets up a referential relationship
within the photograph between the stop-sign’s message and the factory’s
activaty. Through such a juxtaposition, the photographer expresses a thought
about the factory: he objects to the air pollution 1t causes To appreciate fully the
artistic power of the photographer’s message, however, one must attend to the
image's features that arise from the photographic medwm itself. The photo-
graph, by ‘freezing’ the 1mage of the hillowing smoke, metaphorically brings
the process of pollution to a standstill, and makes it possible for the photo-
grapher to visually exemphfy his thought about the factory Thus kind of visual
message would not be as strongly conveyed if one were simply to stand at the
position where the photographer took the photograph and look at the factory,
or stand at that position and look at the factory's reflection in a mirror the exact
size of the photograph, for the smoke would continue to stream from the smoke
stacks as usual. When we become nterested in how the stllness of the
photograph contributes to the power of the photographer’s message, we take an
acsthetic 1nterest 1n the representational aspect of the photograph Contrary to
Scruton’s central clarm, then, an aesthetic mterest in representation 1s possible
even n reference to an ideal photograph.4

With respect to actual photographs, Scruton states that actual photography ‘ts
the result of the attempt by photographers to pollute the i1deal of their craft with
the a1ms and methods of pamnting’.5 This remark suggests that any method that
makes a photograph aesthetically mnteresting for 1ts own sake as a representation
will be a method of pamnting, and hence, 1ts use will conflict with the true aims of
photography as such. According to this linc of thought, the way that photo-
graphs ‘frceze’ their subjects must curiously count as a method of pamting,
given the above photographic example.

To better understand Scruton’s claim about actual photographic practice, one
must clarify what the ‘aims and methods of painting’ actually are. It will not
suffice to state that every method that makes a representation interesting for 1ts
own sakc as an expression of a thought about its object 1s a method of painting.
This simply defincs matters such that photography cannot be a representational
art. We nced a general characterization of those methods through which
representations can express thoughts about what they represent independently
of the speaific practices of either painting or photography.

Scruton emphasizes one general feature of representational art, namely, the
capacity for fictive representation.s He mentions that both painting and literature
have this ability, and that both are thus representational arts. If we accept this
characterization of pamnting and lterature, the question remains whether the
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capacity for fictive representation is a necessary condition for a representational
art, or whether 1t is only a sufficient condition. If the latter 1s the case, then we
have no basis for excluding photography from the set of representational arts.
There may be other ways in which an art can be representational besides having
the capacity for ficuve representation.

On the basis of a reveahing disunction between panting and photography,
Scruton maintains that painting is capable of fictive representation whereas
photography 1s not. He states, ‘if a painting represents a subject, it does not
follow that the subject exists nor, 1f it does exist, that the painting represents the
subjectas1t1s’ (p. 103), and adds, 1f a photographisa photograph of a subject, it
follows that the subject exists . . it also follows, though for different reasons,
that the subject 15, roughly, as 1t appears in the photograph’.?

We actually find two distinct differences between painting and photography
stated above. The first 1s that pamntings have a capacty for fictional represen-
tation, whereas photographs do not. The second 1s that images n paintings need
not resemble the appearances of the objects they represent, whereas photo-
graphic images must do so. Scruton’s case against photography as a represen-
tational art rests almost exclusively upon photography's incapacity for fictive
representation, and does not depend sigmificantly upon the second difference
between pamtng and photography. Yet, as we shall see, this second distinction
regarding resemblance and representation is more fundamental, and 1s, in fact,
the true source of Scruton’s insight about the limitations of photography as an
artistic medium,

Scruton’s distinctions between panting and photography are accurate and
informative, but 1t remains unclear why photography’s alleged incapacity for
fictwe representation entails that photographs cannot express thoughts about
things that do exist. Photography’s fictive incapacity only establishes a limi-
tation in the subject-matter of photography mn comparison with painting:
paintings can refer either to what 1s possible or to what 1s actual; photographs
can refer only to what is actual. To resolve the issue of whether photography 1sa
represcntational art, however, we must compare like with hke: we must
compare a painting of an actual object that expresses true thoughts about the
object with a photograph of the same subject. Only in this manner will 1t
become clear whether painting and photography essentially differ from each
other 1n terms of their capacity to express representational thoughts.

Consider an expressiomst portrait of a person pamted in spectral blues,
yellows, and violets that accurately reveals the person's inner character. It is not
at all clear how the capacity for fictive representation enters into an explanation
of how this painting expresses a representational thought. What s central is how
the panting departs from naturahistic representation, for it 15 the contrast
between the object’s actual appearance and its portrayed appearance that makes
the painting interesting as the expression of a representational thought. If we
remnterpret Scruton's discussion of 1deal photographs along such hnes, his mamn
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point no longer directs us to photography’s incapacity for fictive representation,
but suggests rather a different relationship- that the more naturalistic a represen-
tational 1mage 15, the less capable 15 it of expressing a thought about what it
represents.8 Scruton’s notion of an ideal photograph and its alleged incapacity
for the expression of a representational thought, in effect, defines one end of a
continuum between naturalistic and non-naturahstic representation. The
alleged limitations of photography are more formatively traced to photo-
graphy's apparent inability to depart very far from naturalistic representation, as
an an eXpressionist portrait,

When we hist Scruton’s reasons why photographs cannot express thoughts
about what they represent, we mitially find the previously cted argument
concermng tdeal photographs: a perfect copy of an object’s appearance cannot
express a thought about the object, since it can only replicate how the object
looks. But we have already seen that a photograph of several objects may form a
symbolic juxtaposition that acquires a further or enhanced meaning when
‘frozen’ by the photographic image. The example of the stop-sign/factory
photograph holds for both 1deal and actual photographs.

Scruton further mantamns that pamnting 15 supertor to photography as an
expressive medium on the grounds that photographers cannot control detail 1n
photographs, and that one needs ‘a painterly approach to detail’ to achieve the
kind of image that can express a representational thought. Controlling detailna
photograph, however, 1s not a problem, A photographer may turn his lens
slightly out of focus to mimmize detail across the whole 1mage, or employ lens
filters and/or adjust the size of the lens aperture to control detail in selected parts
of the photograph.

Scruton 1s correct m so far as photographers cannot contro! detail in the way
that a painter can. For mstance, 1t would be difficult, if not impossible, for a
photographer to sustain a sharply focused image while reducing detail in a small
cotner of the photograph using lens, filter, and film vanables alone. The kinds of
photographic methods that allow control of detai} are more ‘global’ and
‘atmospheric’ and usually range across the entire photographic image. Such
effects, however, are extremely uniform and precisely controllable—controll-
able 1n a manner almost impossible to achieve in pamting. What we find inactual
photography s not a fatlure to control detail, but methods of controlling detail
that contrast with, and have different visual effects from, the methods used 1n
painting. The essential difference between panting and photography 1s thus not
a matter of control vs. lack of control of detail. The issue concerns the kinds of
control of detail photographic methods afford. To establish Scruton’s claim,
one must defend the position that photographic methods of controlling detail
are not among the kinds required for the expression of thoughts about what an
1mage represents.

Here 1t should be apparent that photography 1s a representational art. What s
more precisely at 1ssue 1s how photography’s expressive capacity as a represen-
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tational art compares with that of painting. To answer this, we need to consider
the various ways photographs can express representational thoughts One way
already discussed 1s via ‘freezing’ the image of a moving object There are other
ways ansing from the photographer’s specific choice of film (e.g., colour, b/w,
infra-red, coarse graned, fine graincd, prmt, shde) and shooting techmques
(e.g., time-exposure, under- or over-exposure, panning, telescopmng). All of
these photographic options allow the photographer to create images of objects
that depart from our experience with the naked eye (or with the naked eye
looking through a camera lens, or through a murror). Photographic 1mages
produced using such options can have visual qualities that arise from umque
aspects of photography as a medium. All of these options, 1n combination with
the appropriate subject-matter, thereby make posstble the photographic expres-
sion of representational thoughts

Although Scruton's emphasis on fictive representation 15 not to the point, he
expresses an important msight in his claim that there are limits to photography
as a representational art. First of all, one must match the photographic tech-
miques cited above with an appropriate subject-matter for the expression of a
representational thought to be possible. Without 2 proper match, the result will
be a photograph whose aesthetic value as a representation has hittle to do with
any umque aspect of the photographic medium, And ndeed, most photographs
are of this sort—photographs whose aesthetic value derives almost exclusively
from the (pre-existing) aesthetic value of what the photographs represent.
Furthermore, photographic techmques are relatsvely few in number and apply
to 2 wide range of subject-matters with only a narrow range of variation in
aesthetic effect. This himits the kinds of thoughts a photographer can express
about any given subject matter.

As photographic technology now exists, there are imited possibilities for
creative expression in comparison to those available in pamting. This fact alone,
however, does not decide the issue of whether painting by nature offers the artist
more expresstve possibilities than does photography. The expressive possibili-
ties available 1n photography (and in pamung) heavily depend upon technolog:-
cal advances, and 1t 1s difficult to judge what kinds of photographic discoveries
lie ahead that will move photography beyond its present linkage to naturahstic
representation. At the moment, photography certainly stands at a disadvantage
in comparison to other visual arts such as panting and sculpture. Is photo-
graphy thereby only a mnor art, or does 1t have a value not found in pamnting
and sculpture?

It should be no surprise that an important difference between painting and
photography resides in the causal relationship between the photograph and
what 1t represents. Owing to this causal bond, photographic images, unlike
painungs, for example, convey to us the actual presence of represented objects.”
Given the way we ordinarily view photographs, they present us with an object
in a far more immediate and ‘hving’ manner than do pamntings. One mughe
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describe this by saying that photographs, 1n contrast to paintings, ‘mamfest’ to
us the objects they represent. At the same ume, however, photographs can
interpret what they represent through the use of specific photographic tech-
mques Admuttedly, there may be some sacrifice i expressive capability when
choosing to use the photographic medium, but there 1s a corresponding gam in
the vitality and sense of immediate presence that photographs afford.

With these notions of ‘presence’ and ‘manifestation’ in mind as distinctive of
how objects appear to us i photographs, 1t 1s now possible to give a general
statement of how photographic techmques work to achieve the expression of
representational thoughts. Actual photographs express ideas about their subject
m a fashion which, for lack of a better name, we may call ‘masking’. In this
manner, an object 1s mamfested to us 1n the photograph, while, at the same tme,
certain visual qualities of the object are photographically filtered out from and/
or other features are added to the object’s appearance. We may compare our
perception of an object through the resulting photographic image wath our
perception of a person who wears make-up or a mask. some of the person’s
features are seen directly, as 1s the person, while other features are concealed
and/or superimposed with other qualitics to enhance an existing expression, or
to create a new expression for the person.!® In short, the visual effects of
photographic techmques used aesthetically to modify a subject’s photographic
appearance are akin to cosmetics—both alter the existing expressive qualities of
asubject, both appear as features of the subject 1tself, and both do not1mpair the
subject’s visually manifesting ttself to us. !

Scruton's fundamental position that photography is not an art of represent-
ation is based upon taking a single way that an art can be representational—by
having the capacity for fictive representation—as the essential way. By doing so,
he 15 led to believe that the causal dimenston of photography—a dimension
primanly responsible for a photograph’s referential, though not represent-
abional, aspect—prevents photography from being a representational art. Butan
art can be representational also by having the capacity to depart from naturahistic
representation. Photography has this capacity, and 1s thus a representational art.
And painting has both the capacity for fictive representation and the capacity to
depart from naturalistic representation.

The causal process characteristic of photography—one allegedly responsible
for the expressive limitations of the medium—is in fact a positive aspect of
photography. As a consequence of this causal process, we experience the objects
represented 1n photographs as immediately present to us, and as irrevocably
charged with the atmosphere of the photographer's mterpretative vision.

Robert Wicks, Wiesbadenerstr, 18 # 211, 1000 Berlin 33, Federal Republic of Germany.
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thetic interest in representation with regard

to 2 photograph, we must ‘distract the spec-

tators from the causal relavon which is 2
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