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Photographic Truth in the Digital Age

THE PHOTOGRAPH VERSUS THE DIGITAL IMAGE

Digital images often considered analogous to photography


BUT quite different in the most fundamental character

· Photograph is continuous BUT digital image is discrete (Governor and kids)

· Digital image has precisely limited resolution ― both tonal and spatial
    (satellite composite of Burlington)

· A photograph of a photograph or a xerox of a xerox has quality degradation

· But copy of a digital image is not debased or degraded ― indistinguishable 
    from original

· A photograph is fragile and difficult to rework  




― so difficult we assume implicitly photographs have not been reworked




― and that we can spot forgeries

ORIGINS AND EVOLUTION OF DIGITAL IMAGERY
Emerged from space program, which became first serious client


(much easier to transmit numbers than conventional film )

Image capture:

· Inexpensive "paint" programs emerged with the Macintosh

· Digital scanners

· Medical imaging (Leonardo's sketch vis a vis PET scan)

· Fingerprinting

· Copiers

· Digital cameras





― popularity of inexpensive point-and-shoot cameras
                  (shuttle astronauts had digital cameras and laptops for image processing)





― even conventional emulsions can be delivered on photo CD

Simultaneously with more sophisticated and pervasive image capture technologies . . .



software has become very powerful and inexpensive (e.g. Adobe Photoshop)


sophisticated three-dimensional rendering software


in his novel 1984, George Orwell envisioned ". . . a sinister records department 
        containing elaborately equipped studios for the faking of photographs."


what really happened in the 1980's was that such elaborately equipped 
             studios become unnecessary



it became possible for anyone with a personal computer to fake photographs

PHOTOGRAPHIC TRUTH
"A photograph passes for incontrovertible proof that a given thing happened."

Susan Sontag 



For example:




U2 reconnaissance over the Soviet Union



Libyan MIG with armaments
BUT digital technology blurs tradition distinction between painting and photography


i.e., between mechanical versus handmade pictures



For example:




Dean with kids is believable, especially in context of the event




Dean had his twin with kids perhaps stretches credulity




But Dean with kids at Disney world could be quite credible

Experiment:  Have students draw an animal and compare


Representational range of art is far greater than photography



The photographer can




selectively frame a photograph




use depth of field to alter relative focus




blur image




crop and mask in the darkroom

Mitchell noted that we can paint angels but we cannot photograph them



In other words, no matter what the photographer does, there remains a direct link 
        between the referent and the photograph



Consider, for example, the flying gallop



photo refers to one specific horse, hence cannot show flying gallop


Veracity of the photograph may owe, in part to fact that there is no human intervention 
       in the process of creating the bond between photograph and reality


Photographs can be staged, to be sure



for example, Iwo Jima, slain Civil War sharpshooters

and even faked



POWs or Russian peasants?

Plausibility is relative to ideological framework and an existing knowledge structure



Regan told Shamir he photographed death camps an member of Army Signal Corps





refer back to Iwo Jima and sharpshooter



but some images just don't wash:  Hogarth and Escher



similarly, photo of Italian cement factory passed off  to NBC and ABC as Chernobyl



major Austiran paper published supposed brain scan of man in ice showing he was 
          epileptic  actually an upside-down thorax of a living man




in contrast with Vietnamese girl running from napalm bomb
           (and Westmoreland's idiotic comment that she may have been burned by a hibachi)

This test of plausibility can be applied to digital images as well


Buzz Aldrin on the moon is plausible for several reasons - seven astronauts is not

But how about other cases?

· London Guardian stringer:  "Computer makes clean breast of it"
   (reference to digital retouching of nude model's indecorous nipples in Mayfair)

· Digital alteration of limp flag in photo of new Australian embassy

· National Geographic's cover photo of the pyramids at Giza

Until now, the veracity of photographs has been assumed

  (A photo is worth a thousand words!  What do you want?  A picture?)


BUT as a New York Times editor believes, photographs are likely to become   
       illustrations rather than part of journalistic reportage or historical archives


Other implications discussed in recent (May 1998) Atlantic Monthly article 

The photograph era began with Daguerre in 1839 . . . 


the 1990's marks the end of the photographic era and the beginning of the digital era

MAPS IN THE DIGITAL AGE
What is the relevance in context of maps?

Maps are like photos in that the communicate visually, synoptically ― 
    a different and poorly understood syntax


consequently, maps always have been subject to manipulation, but now much easier

Consequence is changing character of maps to include photographic material
    (note issues of circularity here:  digital technology redefines maps, and maps redefine space        
     ― the subject of digital images)

Increasingly, maps are derived directly from or incorporate digital imagery


