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INTRODUCTION

Introductory remarks

Today digital photographic techniques have become so advanced that to layman's eyes 

like my own it is near impossible to distinguish a qualitative difference, let alone any 

practical advantages to using chemical photography. Despite this, many contemporary 

artists deliberately use analogue photographic techniques in their work. Some of these 

are simply doing what they have always done, they stem from a time when analogue 

was the standard; they learned the technique early and feel comfortable with the 

darkroom and the chemical and negative-based processes. However, a number of artists 

appear to have other reasons for working this way and approach analogue photography 

in a more conceptual or ontological way. One could say that they are concerned with the 

”analogue” as a sign-function, and not as a mere technique. Exploring how this interest 

manifests itself and how it might be understood as a response to aesthetic problems 

related to different, and complex dimensions of photographic imagery as a trace, is the 

main concern of this essay.

Swedish photographer Lotta Antonsson is a case in point. Her work directly reference 

the materials and processes that make up the analogue image and production: 

installations of mirrors placed on plywood pedestals, together with silver, choral and 

black geometric figures. Lotta Antonsson has throughout her career used found imagery, 

added text, and worked with duplication and subtle manipulation of  images in post-

production; processes that would seem to lend themselves well to digital technology. 

Her continued use of the analogue mode of working is deliberate and comes at a cost 

(time and money). The interesting question for the purpose of this paper is not just why 

she is using analogue in a world of digital photography, but how she is using the 

specific properties or implications of the analogue in furthering the themes explored in 

her work. Antonsson is not stubbornly using analogue photography despite the fact that 
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it is more cumbersome, rather I will argue, she is creating work that relates to the 

analogue in a more profound way than merely as a form of technical retro-fetischism.

The other Swedish artist Maria Miesenberger is interesting for the same reason. Her 

series Sverige/Schweden is made up of a number of re-makes of family portraits from 

the artist's own childhood. Miesenberger has removed all human figures in the 

photographs, blacking them out by physically scratching out the negatives. 

Sverige/Schweden raises a number of questions about how the photograph connects us 

(or not) to the past and the people in that past. The series was created in the early 1990's 

before digital post-production was the standard practice, and the example shows that the 

aspect of the “analogue” that I am looking at in this paper is not intrinsically bound up 

with the technical analogue (although it is of course deeply connected to it). Rather I 

would argue that there are some aspects of analogue photography that, although 

inherent to the medium become more pronounced or distinctive when contrasted with 

the digital.

The technical aspect of the analogue as it relates to materiality is discussed in this essay 

in relation to a number of artists. German photographer Vera Lutter's camera obscura 

images directly harkens back to older modes of (pre-) photographic technique. Her 

large-scale pinhole images are created using a room or a shipping container as an 

enormous camera obscura, and the resulting images are only created in single copies 

that are inversed negative-positive. The uniqueness and materiality of the photographic 

object is of interest here, as well as a number of issues relating to time and trace.

The materiality of the photograph also comes into play in the work by two artists that 

explore the frailty of the analogue image: Walid Raad's series We decided to let them 

say “we are convinced,” twice. It was more convincing that way (2004) and Joachim 

Koester's Message from Andrée (2005) both highlight analogue images that are in 

various stages of decay. In Raad's case it is a roll of film that the artist took during the 

invasion of his home town Beirut in 1982 and only developed two decades later. 

Koester's piece is based on  film found buried in the ice next to the bodies of a group of 

explorers that died while trying to reach the North Pole in 1897. When the expedition 
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was discovered 33 years after their disappearance, the roll of film still in the camera was 

developed, providing a link to a series of events long in the past. Both Koester and Raad 

highlight the fragility of the negative, and their respective series focus on the things 

written between the lines, ie. not just the image (the object photographed) but also 

visual noise caused by the physical decay that result from the passage of time. How the 

image is destroyed and what is left out is as significant as what the photographer 

deliberately sets out to capture.

Joachim Koester is also discussed in connection to the theme of the historical trace and 

how it relates to photography. His series Kant Walks (also 2005) consists of a number of 

photographs taken as the artist re-traces the 18th century philosopher Immanuel Kant's 

daily walk around his native Königsberg. Here the camera is used as a tool connecting 

the artist (and viewer) to a place and a person over a long time-span.  

British artist Tacita Dean has created a number of works that deal with analogue 

photography throughout her career. Here, I have limited myself to one: Lord Byron Died 

(2003) that consists of six photographs of the Temple of Poseidon in Greece, 

specifically the mid-19th century graffiti by poet Lord Byron and others. Dean's work 

connects with Koester's focus on the long-term historical trace but also highlights a 

number of issues that connect the “analogue” to language and the indexical.

Object of Study

American philosopher Charles Sanders Peirce (1839-1914) identified three main ways a 

sign relates to its object: as index, as icon, or as symbol. Using Peirce's semiotic system 

as a base, I will in this essay investigate how a number of contemporary artists appear to 

highlight the indexical qualities of “analogue” photography in their work, and how this 

use can be understood and analyzed.

The “analogue” that I am referring to here is not simply equated with analogue 

technique. This essay specifically pinpoints an interest and concern with particular 

themes related to presence, trace, death and history. These thematic concerns are not 
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independent of technique, nor are they constrained by it. The technique (analogue) is 

connected to a thematic concern (the “analogue”). This connection, I argue, is deeply 

related to the sign-status of the photograph, particularly the indexical element which 

appears to be highlighted or separated out in the work examined. What I am 

investigating in this essay then, is first how we can understand this “analogue” impulse, 

what it is, how it shows itself, and what characterizes it. And secondly what it may 

mean and what it can tell us about the sign status of these photographs.

The interest on behalf of artists to use older techniques has been discussed under the 

general heading “media archaeology”. But rather than looking at the use of analogue 

photography a form of techno-fetischism, my aim here is to investigate technique and 

thematic interest together through the grid of semiotics.  I am neither engaging in a 

purely formal, nor technical analysis, but rather I am interested in, to borrow Victor 

Burgin's phrase “the production of meaning in photography”.1

Another point worth making is that the whole notion of analogue photography only 

comes to the fore after the advent of digital photography. Prior to this, analogue 

photography was simply 'photography'. The shift in the sign-status of photography that 

is at the heart of this essay is something that is inherent to photography since its earliest 

history, but that becomes clearer with the advent of digital photography.

Previous Research

I have not come across any research that covers the subject of this essay directly; ie. that 

looks at these artists from the perspective of the “analogue” understood the way 

outlined above. In that sense this essay breaks new ground. The artists and their works 

have of course been written about extensively, mainly in non-academic texts such as 

reviews, interviews and catalogue texts, and I have used a selection of these as general 

orientation, mainly as a way to get descriptive details rather than analytical depth. 

1 Victor Burgin, “Introduction,” Burgin (ed.), Thinking Photography, ed. Burgin, Victor, 
Basingstoke, Hampshire,1982, p. 12.
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However, a few texts do stand out. The large photography survey Vitamin Ph2 has been 

very useful with its short but informative texts about a number of contemporary 

photographers written by renowned photography critics and curators. Hal Foster's 

“Blind Spots: The Art of Joachim Koester”3 focuses on the historical and narrative 

layering in Koester's work. Paolo Magagnoli's “Critical Nostalgia in the Art of Joachim 

Koester”4 is tightly focused on showing that nostalgia can have a critical dimension, and 

Koester is used as an illustration of an artist where this is indeed the case. My analysis 

of Vera Lutter's work is based on more general and descriptive texts, found in surveys of 

contemporary photography (Vitamin Ph), with the addition of a useful interview with 

the artist carried out by Peter Wollen for BOMB Magazine in 2003.5 The material for 

both Lotta Antonsson and Maria Miesenberger's work discussed in this essay are based 

on exhibition catalogues:  “Three Photographers. Three Trends”6 at Marabouparken 

Konsthall where Antonsson took part, and two catalogues of exhibitions where 

Miesenberger's Sverige/Schweden was included (1998 and 2011)7. I should mention also 

that I worked at Marabouparken during Three Photographers. Three Trends exhibition, 

and thus had the opportunity to listen to both Lotta Antonsson and the exhibition's 

curator Niclas Östlind speak about the work in the show on several occasions (this 

however, was well before the writing of this essay). British artists Simon Starling and 

Tacita Dean have been written about a great deal; I have not attempted to read all the 

material available on them as my interest in their work has been very specific, looking 

at one piece by each of them and examining how these fit within the themes discussed 

here. My source material for both Starling and Dean has thus also been mainly 

descriptive photography survey-texts (Vitamin Ph).

As far as the underlying subject of the analogue and the indexical is concerned, of 

course a vast amount has been written. I found Martin Lister's chapter “Photography in 

2 Vitamin Ph: New Perspectives in Photography, London & New York, 2007
3  Hal Foster, “Blind Spots: The Art of Joachim Koester”, Artforum, Vol. 44/8, 2006
4 Paolo Magagnoli, “Paolo, Critical Nostalgia in the Art of Joachim Koester”, Oxford Art Journal, 

vol 34, 2011 
5 Peter Wollen, “Vera Lutter” (interview), BOMB Magazine # 85, Fall 2003 
6 Three Photographers, Three Trends, exhib. cat., Marabouparken Konsthall, Sundbyberg, 2012
7 Works by Maria Miesenberger, exhib. cat., Galleri Lars Bohman, Stockholm, 1998  and 

Jan-Erik Lundström, Maria Miesenberger – Sverige/Schweden, exhibb. cat., Germany,  2011 
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the age of electronic imaging” in Liz Wells' (ed) Photography: A Critical Introduction8 

to be very useful (see Theory and Material below). Lister's provides good and clarifying 

overviews of some of the shifts occurring with the advent of digital media. The chapter 

has been rewritten rather extensively between the 2004 and 2009 editions and I found 

both to be useful. Artist and scholar Timothy Binkley's text “Refiguring Culture”9 is a 

good complement to Lister, as he goes into some of the more conceptual and technical 

differences between analogue and digital. Lev Manovich's much cited “The Paradoxes 

of Digital Photography”10 provides a helpful outline of some of the pitfalls to watch out 

for in discussing analogue and digital as a binary and absolute division.

For my understanding of Peirce's semiotic system I have relied heavily on two books:  

T.L. Short's Peirce's Theory of Signs11 and David Chandler's Semiotics: the Basics12 both 

of which helped navigate and clarify the density of Peirce's own language. The notion of 

index-icon-symbol is a part of a complex philosophical system which is not possible to 

get into within the scope of an essay like this. Both Short and Chandler help disentangle 

the parts of that system that are of use for photographic theory, without getting bogged 

down in the minutiae of the rest.

Finally I can mention a few useful texts that provide general introductions to 

photographic theory and history. Derrick Price and Liz Wells have put together a very 

good survey of the way photography has been discussed both historically and in 

contemporary debates, in the introductory chapter to Photography: A Critical 

Introduction, edited by Wells13. Another such survey is Sabine T. Kreibel's “Theories of 

Photography: A Short History” in Photography Theory edited by James Elkins.14

8 Martin Lister, “Photography in the age of electronic imaging”, Wells (ed.), Photography: A 
Critical Introduction, London, 2009 (1996) 

9 Timothy Binkley, “Reconfiguring Culture”, Hayward & Wollen, Future in Visions: New 
Technologies of the Screen”, London, 1993

10 Lev Manovich, “The Paradoxes of Digital Photography”, Photography After Photography, exhib. 
Cat., Germany: 1995 

< www.manovich.net/TEXT/digital_photo.html>, 070113
11 T.L. Short,  Peirce's Theory of Signs, Cambridge, 2007 
12 Danilel Chandler, Semiotics: the Basics, London, 2003
13 Derrick Price & Liz Wells, “Thinking about photography: debates, historically and now”, Wells 

(ed.), Photography: A Critical Introduction, London, 2009
14 Sabine T. Kriebel, “Theories of Photography: A Short History”, Elkins (ed.), Photography Theory, 

Oxon, 2007
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Theory

Broadly speaking, my understanding of indexicality is based on Charles Sanders 

Peirce's semiotic theory, specifically his notion of the sign's relation to its object as 

symbol, icon or index. Peirce's system is notoriously complex and I have not looked at it 

in its entirety. Rather, I am using a very simplified version of it as a tool for trying to 

understand how photography functions as a sign (Peirce without the frills as it were).

Roland Barthes is himself a semiotician and has written extensively on semiotics and 

photography. I am however mainly referencing his last book, the more 

phenomenological Camera Lucida15 as a way to try to get at the magical properties we 

assign to the indexical element of photography. In Camera Lucida Barthes examines the 

emotional element of the way the photographic sign works. Barthes' notion of the 

'umbilical chord' for instance used to describe the contact between the photograph, the 

person depicted, and the person looking at the image long after, has been used in order 

to anchor my discussion about indexicality.  In addition to this, I am extrapolating a few 

elements of interest from his influential essay The Rhetoric of the Image.16 

My use of Susan Sontag's On Photography17is similarly selected for her interest in the 

indexical aspect of the medium. Some parts of her writing seem rather dated, but Sontag 

writes eloquently about how we relate to photographic images in terms of their 

indexicality using the analogy of the death mask, which parallels Barthes' notion of the 

'umbilical chord'.

Both these writers were of course writing well before the advent of digital photography 

and the changing field of the medium, and I have used Martin Lister's introductory text 

in Wells (2009) as a tool to try to understand how the difference between analogue and 

digital can be understood, and thus how we can talk about the sign-status of 

photography in a more contemporary context. Lister's diagram (quoted on p. 22 below) 

was particularly useful as it illuminated some of the ontological and conceptual 

15 Roland Barthes, Camera Lucida, London, 2000 (1980)
16  Roland Barthes, “Rhetoric of the Image”, Heath (ed.), Roland Barthes: Image, Music, Text: 

Essays selected and translated by Stephen Heath”, London, 1977
17  Susan Sontag, On Photography, New York, 1977
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differences between the analogue and the digital such as transcription-conversion, 

continuous-unitized, etc.

Method and Material

Although my theory is grounded in a semiotic understanding of icon-index-symbol, I 

am not using a semiotic method in my research. Rather, my method consists of 

analyzing specific photographs by paying particular attention to their sign-status; 

particularly how the indexical appears to be highlighted and singled out. There is a 

comparative element in the analysis, but to call it a comparative pictorial analysis would 

be misleading, rather it is based on a thematic comparison/contrasting. I am working 

under the assumption that how the photographs are made have implications for how 

they function as signs and vice versa.

My analysis is a visual analysis, but with a rather narrow focus. It is not done in the 

tradition of formalism, nor am I taking into account social history. I am looking at 

photography in a very specific sense, and I limit myself to looking a the way the 

indexical element functions or is highlighted, and how this relates to what I call the 

“analogue”. In this endeavor I am deliberately ignoring many aspects of the artworks 

examined.  I am hoping that it is clear that I intend this to be one way of looking at the 

material, and that my discussion may be viewed as complementary rather than 

contradictory to alternative interpretations.

The visual material used is taken from a number of different sources such as catalogues, 

internet sites and survey books of contemporary photography. Several of the pieces have 

also been viewed in person at different exhibitions.

I am not looking at the intricacies of Peirce's semiotic system but rather lifting out a 

useful tool from his complex theoretical framework. Taking Barthes’ discussion of 

connotation and denotation as a reference, John Fiske wrote that “denotation is what is 

photographed; connotation is how it is photographed.”18 Bearing this in mind, one can 
18 � Quoted in Daniel Chandler, “Semiotics for Beginners,” 

<http://users.aber.ac.uk/dgc/Documents/S4B/> December 14, 2012.
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say that I am concerned with the connotative elements of the photographs studied, or 

perhaps even more accurately, the place where connotation and denotation meet.

Disposition

My discussion begins with the chapter titled Photography as Index with a brief outline 

of how the sign status of photography has traditionally been viewed by using key texts 

by Roland Barthes and Susan Sontag as my examples. This leads me to the notion of 

indexicality and a summary of Peirce's theory of index-icon-symbol. This part of the 

essay is mainly theory-based but brings in the example of Maria Miesenberger's 

Sverige/Schweden series in order to exemplify the way we have traditionally related to 

photography and its indexical status.

The following chapter,  Photography and the Auratic, looks at the notion of 'aura' and 

how it relates to indexicality. The distinction between original and copy is key when 

discussing the auratic and thus the examples looked at are artists that in various ways 

deal with these notions. Vera Lutter's camera obscura images of empty city streets and 

hangars widen the discussion from seeing the indexical as being related to traces from a 

particular person towards being in some way related to the uniqueness of the image. 

This chapter also contains sections that cover the notion of token and type, how 

photography functions as a witness, and a brief discussion of manipulation and 

photography. Here the work by Lotta Antonsson is used as an example.

The discussion continues in chapter four: The Indexical as Material Trace  that looks at 

artists that directly reference decay and the materiality of the negative and prints in 

various ways: Walid Raad and Joachim Koester. In this section I also touch on the 

connection between photography and death. The analogue photograph as a physical 

“thing” makes it analogous to our own fragile bodies, with all that this entails in terms 

of death and decay and ruin.
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The last part of the analysis, Photography as Historical Trace, hones in on the way 

analogue photography's indexicality relates to history and longer time-spans. Some 

artists, such as Joachim Koester and Tacita Dean use photography to recapture history 

after-the-fact, by employing photography's indexicality to connect even further back in 

time. The umbilical chord that Barthes speaks about is extended and the indexical 

footprint is reversed.

My findings are then summarized and brought together in a brief concluding chapter.
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PHOTOGRAPHY AS INDEX

The family snapshot as trace: Roland Barthes' Camera Lucida

Roland Barthes’ much-cited text Camera Lucida highlights a number of things about 

how we relate to photographic images in day-to-day use. It is a personal reflection on 

photography carried out  by examining his own response to a particular snapshot of his 

mother: the so called Winter Garden Photograph. While looking through old 

photographs shortly after her death, Barthes is struck by an image of his mother at a 

very young age which he believes captures “the truth of the face that I had loved.”19 

Barthes' evocative account highlights the way an image of a loved one seems to 

somehow connect us to that person. The Winter Garden Photograph, Barthes writes, 

cannot restore the past, but it can “attest that what I see has indeed existed,”20 and thus 

“every photograph is a certificate of presence.”21 This presence connects the grieving 

Barthes to his dead mother, and the Winter Garden Photograph is for him “the treasury 

of rays which emanated from my mother as a child from her air, her skin, her dress her 

gaze, on that day.”22

This is what Barthes means when he writes that photography is not an art but a magic, 

and this magical thinking about the photographic image as connecting beings through 

time is common and found in innumerable other reflections on photography.23 American 

writer and filmmaker Susan Sontag, for instance, in her collection of essays On 

Photography defined the photograph as a 'trace' directly stenciled off reality like a 

footprint or a death mask.24 Like the death mask, the photograph has been created by an 

imprint from the person depicted, and thus it is proof of that person's presence in front 

of the camera at a particular time. This makes the photographic image different in kind 

to say, a painted portrait, where the person depicted might only exist in the artists' 

19  Roland Barthes, Camera Lucida, London, 2000 (1980), p. 67.
20 Ibid. p. 82.
21 Ibid. p. 87.
22 Ibid. p. 82.
23 Ibid. p. 88.
24   Sontag, 1977, p. 154.
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imagination or memory, or be an amalgamation of different people. The photograph, by 

contrast, Barthes writes, is never distinguished from its referent.25 Martin Lister sums 

this up by noting that a ”compelling feature of chemical photography is the manner in 

which a photograph is caused by the light travelling from an object; in other words, that 

it is an image that is caused by what it represents (...)”.26

Charles Sanders Peirce's semiotic system

To describe the photograph's perceived connection to an outside reality, the term 'index' 

is often used as a reference to a system of signs by the American philosopher Charles 

Sanders Peirce. According to Peirce the sign's relation to its object – that is, the image's 

relation to what is depicted – is divided into three kinds: icon, index and symbol.  A 

symbol is a sign of an object that is assigned to it by a rule of interpretation.27 That is to 

say, the relationship is fundamentally arbitrary or conventional; it is a relationship that 

must be learned. Examples of symbols include language in general, numbers, morse 

code, traffic lights, national flags, etc.28 The indexical sign is usually exemplified by 

things like the footprint, a pointing hand, or smoke. Here the sign is not arbitrary but 

directly connected (physically or causally) to the object. There is a link that can be 

inferred or observed between them, such as smoke being caused by fire, or a footprint 

by someone actually stepping onto the soil. The iconic sign relates to its object not 

arbitrarily as in the symbol nor by direct contact as in the index, but by likeness: the 

signifier is perceived as resembling or imitating the signified.29 Examples of iconic 

signs include portraits, cartoons, scale-models, onomatopoeia, metaphors, dubbed film 

soundtrack, imitative gestures, etc.30

How, then, are we to understand the photographic sign in this Peircean scheme? What is 

perhaps most striking when looking at a family snapshot, or any photograph for that 

25  Barthes, 2000, p.5.
26 Martin Lister “Photography in the age of electronic imaging”, Wells (ed), Photography: A Critical 

Introduction, 2004, p.331.
27 T.L., Short, Peirce’s Theory of Signs, Cambrdge, 2007, p.220.
28  Daniel, Chandler, Semiotics: The Basics, London, 2003, p. 36-37.
29  The terms 'signifier' and 'signified' are more associated with the semiotics of Ferdinand de 

Saussure, but for our purposes here they are close enough to use as synonymous with Peirce's 
'object' and 'sign'.

30   Chandler, 2003, p.37.

15



matter, may be the perceived iconic nature of the image: the fact that we think that it 

looks like the person or thing depicted.  However, Peirce wrote of photographs that 

(…)  we know that in certain respects they are exactly like the objects 
they represent. But this resemblance is due to the photographs having 
been produced under such circumstances that they were physically 
forced to correspond point by point to nature. In that aspect, then, they 
belong to the... class of signs... by physical connection  (the indexical 
class) 31

The photograph, according to Peirce is thus clearly indexical, a “class of signs” 

produced by “physical connection.” Taking a cue from Sontag's analogy of the death-

mask, the photograph is caused by the person (or thing) reflecting light in such a way as 

to cause a trace on the light-sensitive emulsion of the negative, in a similar way that 

someone's face is imprinted on the wet clay that hardens into a mask. Barthes writes in 

the beginning of Camera Lucida how the photograph is like a pointed finger, a “here it 

is” or a “look!”, i.e. directly likened to indexical markers.32 When looking for “the truth 

of the face that I had loved”, Barthes is approaching photography from a 

phenomenological viewpoint and for him “the power of authentication” (ie. index) 

“exceeds the power of representation” (icon).33 What he discovers in the Winter Garden 

Photograph lies “outside of likeness”34 suggesting that the indexical is separated from 

the iconic (in fact, he writes that the innumerable other photographs do not satisfy him 

in iconic terms – they merely capture “her crudest identity”, “her legal status”). This 

kind of phrasing suggests that he is looking for (and eventually finds) the trace, or 

presence of his mother in the photograph, rather than an image that simply shows what 

she looked like.

Let me here briefly clarify a point around which there is considerable confusion; it is 

important to note that the notion of ‘trace’  or 'imprint' (ie. photography's indexicality) 

does not in itself have anything to do with the photograph looking like what it depicts. 

An index of a person often does have considerable resemblance to that person's body in 

some way (as in the example of the footprint) but that likeness is not what makes up the 

31   Peirce 1931-58, 2.281 Quoted in Chandler p. 42.
32   Barthes, 2000, p. 5.
33   Ibid. p 89.
34   Ibid. p. 109.
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indexical sign. What makes me recognize my mother in a photograph is not the 

indexicality of the sign, but the iconographic relationship between her (my mother) and 

the sign (the photographic image). Someone's shadow is an index, and it bears some 

similarity to that person's body, but it may just as well just be a very indistinct blur, and 

very few shadows have so much likeness to the person casting it that we can with any 

certainty identify the person by it.

However, in our every-day dealings with photographs we do not of course separate the 

indexical and the iconic. When looking at a family snapshot it is rather the combination 

of the two that creates a fascination with, and emotional charge in the image: the 

photograph shows what someone (a mother, child, deceased relative) looked like at 

some point in time (icon), and we feel that the photograph is somehow directly 

connected to that person (index).  Without getting too deeply ensnared into the Peircean 

system, we can note that it is almost impossible to find examples of a pure index or icon 

or symbol. There seems to be an element of overlap in almost every instance, and the 

more we analyze a particular sign the more complex it gets.35

Many have challenged Peirce's notion that photographs are “exactly like the objects 

they represent” and suggest that there is as much convention involved in creating 

photographic images as there are in other representational art forms. One of these is 

Italian semiotician, novelist and philosopher Umberto Eco. He writes: “Now a simple 

phenomenological inspection of any representation, either a drawing or a photo, shows 

us that an image possesses none of the properties of the object represented.”36 Eco 

insists that all signs, including images are arbitrary and conventional and need to be 

learned. They are cultural rather than natural, to use Peter Wollen's formulation.37 Eco 

concedes that “iconic signs reproduce some of the conditions of perception, correlated 

with normal perceptive codes.” And he continues: “the iconic sign reproduces the 

35 Peirce himself wrote: “(…) it would be difficult, if not impossible, to instance an absolutely pure 
index, or to find any sign absolutely devoid of indexical quality. Peirce, 2.306, quoted in Short, 
2007 p. 226.

36 Umberto Eco, “Critique of the Image”, Burgin (ed.), Thinking Photography, Basingstoke, 
Hampshire, 1982 (1970), p. 32.

37 Peter Wollen notes to Umberto Eco “Critique of the Image”, Burgin (ed.), Thinking Photography, 
Basingstoke, Hampshire, 1982, p. 220.
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conditions of perception, but only some of them...”38 The photographic image for Eco is 

“analogous to the retinal image but not to that which we perceive”39, that is to say; we 

come to see it as like reality, only after a series of transcriptions. In fact, the 

photographic image, or any image for that matter in Eco's view, “is born of a series of 

successive transcriptions.”40

The eye of the beholder: semiotics and interpretation

Roland Barthes writes of what happens when a photograph suddenly startles or moves 

him: “... suddenly a specific photograph reaches me; it animates me, and I animate it.41”  

In other words, the interpretation goes both ways. The notion of semiotics that the likes 

of Peirce (and Saussure) represent has been modified in more recent discussions to also 

include the way the reader/viewer play part in the interpretation of signs. There is, so 

the argument goes, not a static relationship between signified and signifier, but rather a 

relationship that alters depending on who is receiving the sign, from what time and 

perspective etc.

The key limitation of semiotics as first proposed, with its focus upon 
systems of signification, was that it failed to address how particular 
readers of signs interpreted communications, made them meaningful 
to themselves within their specific context of experience.42

It is hard not to agree with the arguments put forth by Mieke Bal and others that the sign 

is always created in relation to a particular time and place and by a particular subject, 

and that, in an absolute way, it makes little sense to speak of the sign's relation to its 

object as separated from this context (which is what Peirce is accused of doing).  This is 

a valid point, but within the context of this essay what is of interest is a special use of 

the shifting sign-status of photography, in artistic practice, by particular artists, not the 

sign in some absolute or generic sense.  

38  Eco, 1982 (1970), p. 32.
39  Ibid. p. 33.
40  Ibid. p. 33.
41  Barthes, 2000,. p. 20.
42 Liz Wells & Derrick Price, “Thinking about photography: debates, historically and now”, Wells 

(ed.), Photography: A Critical Introduction, London, 2009, p. 31.
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Proof or unreliable witness

Returning now to the notion of the indexical (impure though it may be), let us look at 

the above cited text by Peirce where he writes of the photograph that it is  “physically 

forced to correspond point by point to nature.” The force involved, the perceived 

inevitability of the image, is what makes us trust photographs to somehow prove 

something. The negative simply cannot help but capture what is in front of the camera. 

Contrast this with the iconic, about which Peirce writes: “A pure icon can convey no 

positive or factual information; for it affords no assurance that there is any such thing in 

nature.”43 One of the differences between the indexical and the iconic relationship 

between object and sign can therefore be said to have to do with the kind of knowledge 

conveyed. Or, to put it slightly differently, the photograph as witness to an event 

depends on the indexical nature of the image. Susan Sontag argued that the fact that a 

photograph exists testifies to the actuality of how something, someone or somewhere 

once appeared.44 We see similar ideas in Barthes when he writes: “in Photography, I can 

never deny that the thing has been there.”45Max Kozloff criticizes the view that the 

photograph 'traces' reality, and instead focuses on the other less certain forms of 

knowledge that is implied by the term 'witness'.46 A human witness is always to a certain 

extent unreliable, with a range of possibilities of misunderstanding, partial information 

or false testament embedded in the term.

Unreliable memory and Miesenberger's Sverige/Schweden

This notion of the 'unreliable witness' is of course related to the way memory works. 

What we remember from childhood is often not 'pure' memories but rather 

amalgamations of what we have been told, images seen, wishful thinking, etc. We are, 

in other words, unreliable witnesses to our own lives.

Swedish artist Maria Miesenberger's photographic series Sverige/Schweden is based on 

family photographs from her own childhood, taken by her father. The scenes are 

familiar; it is a catalogue of settings that many families replicate with little variation: 

43 Short, T.L. Peirce’s Theory of Signs, p. 216 (quoting Peirce, 4.447).
44  Price & Wells, 2009, p. 29-30.
45  Barthes, 2000, p.76.
46  Price & Wells, 2009, p. 29-30 (referencing Kozloff 1987: 237).
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baby on blanket, holiday celebrations, line-ups of relatives, picnic outdoors, etc.  Family 

snapshots like these are loaded with sentiment not just because of what they show but 

also because the camera is thought to contain a trace or a link to a particular time, a time 

that is inevitably gone by the time we look at the image. This association with the 

passage of time makes photography closely related to melancholy and nostalgia, themes 

explored in Sverige/Schweden in a number of ways.

Miesenberger's photographs are 

peopled with family members, but 

all figures are blacked-out by the 

artist and remain in the 

photographs as shadowy 

presences, outlines or silhouettes 

rather than fully-formed 

characters. This drastic gesture can 

be interpreted as a way of 

highlighting the intangibility of 

memory. The indexical nature of photography, the proof-aspect, or what Peirce calls 

being “physically forced” to correspond to nature is here not a hard proof, but rather a 

fuzzy line, a suggestion rather than a fact. Miesenberger never arrives at Barthes' “I 

have found her!”, rather she underscores the tenuousness both of likeness and being-

there-ness. Her family snapshot achieves two opposing movements at once: both a 

getting closer to and a distancing from the past. Susan Sontag points out that “(...) 

essentially the camera makes everyone a tourist in other people's reality, and eventually 

in one's own.”47 Miesenberger's inked-out human forms are almost-presences, an almost 

which is in some ways more painful than an absence. As Barthes' writes: “the almost: 

love's dreadful regime, but also the dream's disappointing status.”48 If Miesenberger is 

trying to grab on to shadow-like figures as ways of getting access to a childhood past, it 

is of course an attempt ultimately doomed to failure. Lars O. Ericsson writes in relation 

47  Susan Sontag, On Photography, New York, 1977 (1973), p. 57.
48  Barthes, 2000, p.66.
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to Miesenberger's work that family photos “remind us of our forgetfulness”49and 

Barthes is suggesting something similar when he writes that photography “blocks 

memory” and becomes “counter memory”.50

Apart from this notion of the inaccessibility of the past, there is a very disturbing 

undertone to these photographs. Miesenberger's family members resemble censored 

bodies, removed by force, either as a protective measure or as a punishment. They are 

like the blacked out eyes of criminals, both undeniably present and unspeakable. Also, 

to follow up on the notion of photography as a witness, reliable or not, in 

Miesenberger's photographs the evidence is removed in a very concrete way, by hand, 

and its removal is clear for all to see. Rather than being less present, this absence 

becomes tangible, impossible to ignore.

Analogue versus digital

Before returning to Miesenberger and other artists and looking at how the indexical is at 

work in their images, we need to briefly clarify some of the main differences between 

analogue and digital media. In the simplest formulation one can say that the digital 

image captures the same scene as the analogue but uses a different technology to do so. 

Instead of transcribing the light reflected off the object onto a negative, it converts an 

image into zeroes and ones. It is clear that digital photography also has an indexical 

element; the images are directly related to the presence of the thing or person in front of 

the camera. However, we may ask ourselves whether the digital photography is 

indexical in the same way, or to the same extent as the analogue.

Martin Lister presents a useful diagram that summarizes the distinction between 

analogue and digital media:51

49 Lars O. Ericsson, “The Patterns of Childhood: Reflections on the Art of Maria Miesenberger”, 
Works by Maria Miesenberger, exhib. cat., Stockholm, 1998, p. 87.

50  Barthes, 2000, p. 91.
51 Martin Lister, “Photography in the age of electronic imaging”, Wells (ed.), Photography: A 

Critical Introduction, London, 2009, p. 314.
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Analogue Digital
Transcription: the transfer of one set of 
physical properties into another, 
analogous, set

Conversion: physical properties 
symbolised by an arbitrary numerical 
code

Continuous: representation occurs 
through variations in a continuous field 
of tone, sound, etc

Unitised: quantities divided into discrete, 
measurable and exactly reproducible 
elements

Material inscription: signs inseparable 
from the surface that carries them

Abstract signals: numbers or electronic 
pulses detachable from material source

Medium specific: each analogue 
medium bounded by its materials and its 
specific techniques

Generic: one binary code for all media, 
enabling convergence and conversion 
between them.

As this binary division shows, analogue media store information through a transcription 

where one physical material is configured into an analogous arrangement in another 

material (ie. a human face is transcribed to lines on a paper in a drawing, or by chemical 

transcription onto the photographic emulsion of the prepared photographic surface). 

Digital media on the other hand, converts the physical properties of the portrayed face 

into a numerical code of zeros and ones. Another way of putting it is that with analogue 

media cultural information is stored in the material disposition of concrete objects, 

whereas digital media store it as formal relationships in abstract structures.52 This digital 

conversion of an object or event into zeroes and ones means that the digital medium can 

be used and reused in a range of different formats, it is not medium-specific but can 

travel between mediums. A music file can generate a graphic visual pattern, and a digital 

image can be made into a music file (at least in theory).  We do of course approach 

digital media through interfaces that mimics analogue media, but digital media are 

strictly speaking “untethered to any intrinsic material alliance” to use Timothy Binkley's 

formulation.53

Material trace versus abstraction process

Although there may well be an aesthetic difference between analogue and digital 

photographs, and many die-hard analogue photographers would certainly claim that 

there is, most of us would be hard pressed to see the difference between high-quality 

prints in the two mediums.  As noted, it is not a visual difference that primarily concerns 

52 Timothy Binkley, “Refiguring Culture,” Hayward & Wolley (eds.) Future in Visions: New 
Technologies of the Screen, London, 1993, p. 96.

53  Ibid.p. 98.
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me in this paper, but rather the different conceptual charge between the analogue and 

the digital, a difference that I will argue, stems from a shift in the function of the 

indexicality of the photographic sign. 54

Binkley writes of the digital medium that it “is never a palimpsest: no permanent traces 

are left since messages pass in and out of the theatre of digits without presuming 

continued residence.”55 The analogue photograph stems from a negative in which the 

event (the object) is physically inscribed. The indexical is material in a way that is not 

the case for digital photography, as the latter is not a trace by contact but rather an 

abstraction process. Zeroes and ones are the same units that make up a digital picture of 

my mother or of a flower or a building; in an analogue image of my mother, however, it 

is light reflecting off her face that is materially carved into the negative, and this is the 

source of all subsequent copies. Could it be then, that the artists choosing to use 

analogue references do so precisely because of it being in part a palimpsest or a material 

trace of something or someone? 

Sverige/Schweden and material indexicality

Maria Miesenberger's manipulated family snapshots were created during the early 

1990s, before the advent of ubiquitous use of digital photography. However, the series is 

a good illustration of the indexical nature of photography and points to a continuous 

interest in this material indexicality among artists working with the photographic 

medium. Miesenberger's Sverige/Schweden series is concerned with material 

indexicality in a number of ways. First of all, by the way the artist re-photographs and 

creates a new negative from the original negatives shot by her father. This relates to the 

way that in analogue photography the line back through history is a matter of what 

Peirce calls “physical contact” to the thing photographed. Holding a photograph of a 

loved one is tantamount to connecting with that person, in a similar way that holding a 

piece of clothing that someone has worn does. Barthes describes this connection 

54   Another thing worth bearing in mind here is the impurity of the categories 'analogue' and 'digital' 
where a photograph shot on 35mm film might be digitized etc. Innumerable hybrid forms exist, 
and thus there is considerable overlap between the two categories.

55   Binkley 1993, p. 97.
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through time as there being a “sort of umbilical cord” that “links the body of the 

photographed thing to my gaze”.56

Another way in which this specifically material (or analogue) indexicality is highlighted 

in Maria Miesenberger's Sverige/Schweden is that the artist re-transcribes the material 

(the image, the negative) by hand, erasing or hiding people by drawing on them or 

blotting them out in the darkroom. The blackening out of people erases as we have said, 

the likeness of the person, but leaves the indexical aspect intact (although it is one step 

further removed). Lars O Ericsson likens Miesenberger's enlargements to the search for 

photographic truth in Antonioni's film “Blow Up;” he writes that “the greatly magnified 

photographs bear witness to the intensive, but fruitless search for an elusive truth. The 

greater the enlargement, the more blurred and indistinctive the image becomes.  What is 

near becomes distant, realism becomes abstraction. The encounter with past events 

never takes place.”57 There is in other words, in Miesenberger's work both a breaking up 

of the indexical and the iconic and a highlighting or focus on the indexical. We have 

already mentioned that the photograph is both a way to approach and distance oneself 

from the past, but we can now add that this is done, in Miesenberger's images, in a way 

that is uniquely analogue. The graininess, blurry blown-up enlargements, parallel the 

elusiveness of memory. A digital photograph breaks up in a different way when 

enlarged, instead of blurring in continuous tones or graininess, the pixilated image is 

broken up into equally sized units, equally spaced and regular. To quote Daniel 

Chandler:

Digital signs involve discrete units such as words and 'whole numbers' 
and depend on the categorization of what is signified.

Analogical signs (such as visual images, gestures, textures, tastes and 
smells) involve graded relationships on a continuum. They can signify 
infinite subtleties which seem 'beyond words.' Emotions and feelings 
are analogical signifieds. Unlike symbolic signifiers, motivated 
signifiers (and their signifieds) blend into one another. There can be 
no comprehensive catalogue of such dynamic analogue signs as smiles 
or laughs.58

56   Barthes, 2000,  p. 81.
57   Ericsson, 1988, p. 88.
58   Chandler, 2003, p.46.
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The term 'analogue' or 'analogical' as used by Chandler is much broader than merely the 

technical binary between digital and analogue media. His point is interesting and very 

relevant to our discussion; what characterize the 'analogical' sign are the subtleties, 

gradations and intangibility of it.

The kind of thematic suggestion in Miesenberger's work in terms of the elusiveness of 

memory as discussed above, seems to lend itself to the way the analogue photograph 

functions: the attempt to understand or reach a past lost and intangible but complex.

Miesenberger's inked-out figures are often likened to shadows, which bring us back to 

Barthes and a passage in Camera Lucida where he likens the “air” (i.e. the soul) of a 

person to “a luminous shadow which accompanies the body”, and he notes how if this 

shadow is severed, the body becomes lifeless and sterile. Most photographs, according 

to Barthes, miss this air or shadow.59 One could argue that Miesenberger's blackened 

almost-presences are attempts at capturing that which cannot be captured, the truth or 

soul of her past, and childhood in general. The artist connects herself via the materiality 

of the negative to that which is lost or ungraspable. The shadow as the most indexical of 

signs is, like analogue photography totally dependent on both light and presence.

Analogue and digital on a sliding scale

A concern with the breaking up of the indexical and the iconic aspect of the 

photographic sign is, as we have seen, happening before digital photography became 

standard practice. The example of Miesenberger highlights a number of things that is 

inherent in photography from its earliest history, the notion of presence, connection to 

the past, the kind of magical thinking that we have seen in Barthes' Camera Lucida, etc. 

For Miesenberger, the concern is not to make a point by using analogue photography in 

contrast with digital (as this is not an issue the early 1990's), but I would argue, her 

works highlight what has always been a particular kind of indexicality of the 

photographic image, and by doing this, she separate this indexicality out from the iconic 

aspect of the medium in various ways. This separation is furthered by the artists we will 

59   Barthes, 2000, p. 110.
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discuss in subsequent sections, artists that in different ways seem to play with and 

symbolize the indexicality of analogue photography, an indexicality that is strengthened 

when contrasted with digital photography.

In fact, rather than discussing a neat binary division between analogue and digital, we 

are perhaps better served by looking at the mediums as functioning on a sliding scale.  

In his essay “The Paradoxes of Digital Photography,” Lev Manovich claims that digital 

photography does not exist – the formulation is only partially tongue in cheek as he 

goes on to show that in a number of ways, the standard arguments put forth in terms of 

differentiating digital and analogue images do not hold when tested in practice.60 

Manovich's text highlights a considerable difference between theory and practice when 

it comes to the digital and analogue division. In daily use we do not approach digital 

photography in a significantly different way than we do analogue.

This disconnection between theory and practice is both true and interesting, but not 

terribly relevant for what I am looking at in this essay. I am not concerned with the way 

we use digital photography in our daily lives, but rather how a number of artists use the 

media in knowing and deliberate ways, with theoretical and conceptual considerations 

as part of this use. Furthermore, as mentioned in the introduction, I am not interested in 

the digital/analogue in terms of technology per se, but as a sensibility or attitude, or if 

you will, in a “cultural” sense. This includes instances of digital photography done with 

analogue sensibility, or photographs created before the advent of digital.

60 Lev Manovich, “The Paradoxes of Digital Photography,” Germany, 1995 
<http://www.manovich.net/TEXT/digital_photo.html.> September 13, 2012
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PHOTOGRAPHY AND THE AURATIC

The authentic print, re-attachment of aura to photography

Walter Benjamin's essay The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction, 

written in 1936 is often brought up in discussions about photography. Much of 

Benjamin's conclusions have been argued against and modified, but his concept of the 

'auratic' does have some relevance to our discussion here. For Benjamin, the aura of a 

work of art is lost or weakened when the object looses a temporal and spatial connection 

to an original, for instance through mechanical reproduction. The original painting is 

auratic, the engraved copy of the painting has a weaker aura and the mechanically 

produced photograph of the painting is totally devoid of aura. The auratic, in other 

words, is connected (negatively) to the production of copies or multiples.

Benjamin writes: “From a photographic negative (…) one can make any number of 

prints; to ask for the “authentic print” makes no sense.”61 This of course, is far from true 

today: speaking of the authentic print does make a great deal of sense, particularly in 

curatorial and collector circles. A photography collection in a museum classifies its 

prints according to a number of different types on a scale of authenticity, and the prints 

have widely different (monetary and artistic) value depending on where on the scale 

they fall. A “vintage print” is created by the photographer his/her self, during his/her 

lifetime, from the original negative.62 It is worth a great deal more than the “modern 

print” produced perhaps decades after the photograph was taken and not necessarily 

from the original negative. In order to endow old prints with monetary and hierarchical 

value vis a vis other copies, at some point it was deemed necessary to differentiate 

between the various types of prints, and this differentiation was made on the basis of 

contact with the original author and/or negative. The vintage print, contrary to 

Benjamin's argument, does indeed have aura. Another way of putting it is that the 

61 Walter Benjamin, “The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction,” Arendt (ed.), 
Illuminations: Walter Benjamin, Essays and Reflections, New York: 1988 (1936), p. 224.

62  The vintage print may also be printed by an assistant or someone close to the original 
photographer.
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vintage print generates a stronger indexical trace than the modern print. In other words, 

the notion of aura and the Peircean category of index appear to relate to one another.

Copy and original

Geoffrey Batchen writes in 1994 about “two related anxieties” that plague discussions 

of photography today.63 The first anxiety relates to the way digital images can be passed 

off as real photographs, and the fear that this will lead to doubt in “photography's ability 

to deliver objective truth.”64 The second anxiety that comes about by the advent of 

digital photography is “the suspicion that we are entering a time when it will no longer 

be possible to tell any original from its simulations.” The veracity argument and the 

original-copy argument both have a great deal to do with the indexical status of the 

photographic image; I will get back to the first anxiety shortly, but let's begin with the 

original-copy problematic.

What is interesting in Batchen's statement, when contrasted with Benjamin's argument, 

is that the 'identical' copy of the photographic print begins at some point to seem a great 

deal less identical.  So called 'mechanical reproduction' is no longer viewed as creating 

identical duplicates of an image, but rather each print, created in a darkroom is 

considered to be different and unique. I will get back to the skills involved in printing 

and developing analogue photography but suffice to say here that much of the analogue 

photography that is shown in galleries and museums is carefully developed and worked 

on manually. However, even when a photograph is created mechanically, we understand 

that each print is slightly different from any other; the chemicals differ even in the most 

controlled environment, microscopic dust is present to greater or lesser extent, and other 

factors such as variations (however slight) in temperature or the time involved in 

printing etc, will have an effect on the final image. Some differences are noticeable to 

the naked eye, but even when they are not, we have little difficulty in understanding that 

there might be a difference between two seemingly identical prints.

63   Geoffrey Batchen, Burning with Desire: The Conception of Photography, Cambridge, 
Massachusetts, 1999,  p.207.

64   Ibid. p. 207.

28



This perceived shift in the uniqueness of the photographic print is not due to any 

technological developments of the analogue medium since the time of Benjamin's 

writing, rather I would argue, it is a uniqueness that becomes more pronounced when 

compared to digital photography. It is when contrasted with digital media that the 

element of uncontrollability in analogue photography, the gestural, the uniqueness of 

each print, the materiality of the medium, comes to the fore.

In fact, several of Benjamin's arguments about mechanical reproduction today seem to 

fit more neatly with the way we view digital photography.  In digital photography to 

speak of an authentic print, really makes no sense. Batchen's two anxieties are brought 

up in relation to the notion that photography is dead or dying because of the advent of 

digital photography. Batchen himself relates this to the way painting was considered to 

be moribund with the advent of analogue photography in the early decades of the 19th 

century. There is in fact a rather marked symmetry in argument in the way that painting 

and analogue photography are compared to that which comes after; photography and 

digital photography respectively. When compared to painting or drawing, photography 

seemed to be producing wholly identical copies, objects totally devoid of aura, but when 

the same photograph is compared to digital photography they begin to seem auratic and 

unique.

The trace of the empty street

Let us now turn to the work of German photographer Vera Lutter to examine the 

connection between the notion of aura and the indexical sign status of the photograph. 

Vera Lutter's negative photographs of buildings and city-scrapes are made using 

architectural spaces or shipping containers as a camera obscura. Her long exposures 

(often hours, sometimes days and even weeks) create the effect of cities inhabited by 

shadowy presences as cars and humans generally go by too fast to stick to the 

photosensitive paper. 
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The camera obscura technology pre-dates even analogue photography, and is one of the 

precursors to it. It works by having a dark box (or room) with a small pinhole in one end 

where light can come through. This light will then be projected on the opposite wall. 

The smaller the hole, the sharper the image, but as the hole gets smaller the image also 

gets dimmer. The camera obscura was used as a drawing aid long before the invention 

of the camera, and even though the camera in 

some ways works like a camera obscura (literally 

“dark chamber”), the camera uses lenses rather 

than a pinhole.

Because of her choice of using the camera 

obscura technology and bypassing the negative by 

capturing the image directly on the photographic 

paper, Vera Lutter's images are always by 

definition unique objects. The image is literally a 

trace, and the auratic if it is defined as unique and 

directly connected to a time and place,65 is clearly 

preserved in these images. However, as already 

noted, every analogue print is in a sense unique, at 

least conceptually, and thus Lutter by using a 

technique like camera obscura is highlighting or 

exaggerating a characteristic of all analogue photography, a characteristic that is 

partially grounded in its materiality.66

Tracing or recording time works on a number of levels in Lutter's work. Her technique 

is historical and relates to the birth of photography when the speed of the camera was 

too slow to capture fast movement. The depicted needed to sit absolutely still often 

during several minutes in order to come out clear and in street views, carts, pedestrians 

and horses were at best fuzzy ghostly presences or else simply not seen at all.67 Lutter's 

65  Benjamin, 1988 (1936), p.220.
66  The materiality will be further discussed the next chapter 
67  Think for instance of early French photographer Eugène Atget's images of seemingly empty Paris 

streets.
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images feel historical without necessarily photographing old motifs; instead she 

replicates the technique and in that way ties her contemporary images to the history of 

photographic images.

Having said that, Lutter does occasionally photograph old motifs, like her well-known 

image of a zeppelin. This image, her fist using the shipping container as a camera 

obscura was done by placing it inside the hangar in which the zeppelin was being built. 

After some experimenting, Lutter figured out that the exposure time needed to capture 

the zeppelin was 4 days. She explains what happens next:

The zeppelin was still being tested and corrected, and one day, during 
my exposure, the company decided to pull it out for a test flight. 
During the four days of exposure, the zeppelin was flying for two days 
and for two days it was parked in front of my camera. When the 
zeppelin was gone, whatever was behind and around it inscribed itself 
onto the photograph, but when it was placed inside the hangar, the 
outline of the zeppelin imprinted itself. It was rather dark inside the 
hangar, so things inscribed themselves very slowly. The result was this 
incredible image of a translucent zeppelin, which was half hangar and 
half zeppelin.68

The term “aura” when used outside of art historical circles is associated with new-age 

and denotes something like a halo, or charge around a person, visible in some 

circumstances by some people like a ghostly light or color. It is akin to the way the 

zeppelin appears or the “almost-

there-ness” that we discussed in 

relation to Miesenberger's series 

Sverige/Schweden. Lutter has 

made a number of works that 

relate to travel and exploration, 

and her series of photographs 

from the Frankfurt airport also 

show this kind of ambiguous 

presence. Here several different 

68 � Wollen, Peter, “Vera Lutter” (interview), BOMB Magazine # 85, Fall 2003
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airplanes are overlaid in the image as they come and depart from the gate so fast that 

they only just get captured by Lutter's camera obscura.

One question that springs to mind here is whether the level of indexicality can be seen 

to be connected to time in some way; i.e. the longer the exposure, the greater the 

indexical trace of the image? Is there a difference in indexicality between an image 

captured in one hundredth of a second vs. one that has been capturing a scene for 

several days? In the latter, like in Lutter's images, only that which is really in long-term 

contact with the support sticks to the image. One can liken this to a long term 

relationship that deepens and develops over time. The time element is not relevant to all 

indexical signs, but for some, the ones that are caused by imprints by the human body 

(the death-mask, crumpled bed sheets, footprints, etc) the time element might well be a 

factor in determining indexical strength. However, a case could also be made for the 

opposite; that long-term steady contact results in photographic invisibility. When the 

shutter is open for a long time (like in Lutter's images) people and things can come and 

go without registering,  perhaps analogous to a frigid dead relationship. Perhaps we 

should be careful to read too much into this, as the argument can be made both ways, 

but I will get back to the long-term time span in the last section of this essay, when I 

discuss photography and the historical trace.

The artificial image

Let us now return to Batchen's first anxiety: the 

way digital images can be passed off as real 

photographs, and the fear that this will lead to 

doubt in “photography's ability to deliver 

objective truth.”69 This anxiety is connected to 

photography's perceived status as truth-teller, 

the photograph as a form of hard proof that can 

be trusted to report accurately. The anxiety 

about digital images stems not from an upsurge 

69  Batchen, 1999, p. 207.
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in what Benjamin calls 'the cult value' of photographic images or the kind of magical 

thinking discussed in relation to Barthes, but rather the ease with which digital 

photography can be manipulated. If it is true, as I argue in this essay, that the indexical 

element of analogue photography becomes more pronounced with the advent of digital 

photography, then we may assume that artificiality, manipulation and alteration relate in 

some way to the indexical and differ depending on whether we speak about digital or 

analogue photography.

Alteration and re-touching has always been a part of the photographer's trade. Rebecca 

Solnit in her book River of Shadows: Eadweard Muybridge and the Technological Wild 

West70 describes how Muybridge and his contemporaries engage in some serious photo 

shopping avant-la-lettre. Another well known example of early photographic re-

touching is the famous photograph where Trotsky is edited out from a number of images 

that shows him close to Lenin.

There is however a difference in the way digital photography enables a form of 

seamless re-touching that is conceptually (and in practice) very different from what 

Muybridge and Stalin engaged in. In digital photography the editing is traceless in the 

sense that the pixels that make up the part of the image that one wishes to alter can 

simply be lifted out and removed. Digital manipulation is an immaterial process and 

rather than masking or altering the light in the darkroom (ie. in the printing process) or 

scraping away or altering the negative itself, the image is in a sense re-produced. The 

result is that with digital photography production and post-production can be said to 

merge. There is of course still a temporal “post” in digital post-production but the time 

span is shortened, as one can do many alterations such as brighten, get rid of red-eye, 

and overlay different kinds of filters and effects right in the digital camera. One could 

say that the “post” that is missing or weakened is an existential or hierarchical “post”. In 

analogue photography the auratic original is altered in post-production, whereas in 

digital media the image is ontologically re-created rather than altered. In the latter, there 

70 Rebecca Solnit, River of Shadows: Eadeard Muybridge and the Technological Wild West, New 
York & London, 2003
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is no diminishing quality, no sense that the altered copy is 'less' or even hierarchically 

dependent on the original, at least not in the same way. 

With the advent of digital imagery photography is openly and overtly fictional: 

“digitization abandons even the rhetoric of truth” present in the language of analogue 

photography, writes Batchen.71 In other words, photography has always been fictional, 

but now it is not even giving us the veneer of truth. It is an overtly shifty and unreliable 

medium. The change that occurs with the advent of digital photography is substantial, 

but I would agree with Batchen that it is a shift that has its seeds within analogue 

photography itself. Photography was in fact never a reliable witness. Lev Manovich 

argues along those lines when he writes that “normal” photography (ie. straight or 

unmanipulated) photography never existed.72 Just like the notion of the index, icon and 

symbol seem to be on a sliding scale, so perhaps is photography's truth claims. Having 

said that, both the notion of photography's indexicality, and its status as a witness are 

useful tools when trying to understand the analogue/digital divide.

Miesenberger and censorship

Maria Miesenberger's photographs, like Lutter's are of course totally unique in that she 

has covered up and erased the figures manually. Rather than looking at those 

manipulations as a form of drawing on photographs, or adding an element of the 

handmade onto the mechanical process we have seen above that this is in fact a 

common process since photography's earliest history. There is therefore a way in which 

we can see these manipulations as highlighting the uniqueness of the photograph itself, 

a reminder that the photograph is always somewhat of a trick. The witness is unreliable 

indeed, the truth blatantly manipulated and rewritten, figures are erased, footprints 

smudged and their indexical trace severed.

71 � Batchen, Geoffrey, “Phantasm: Digital Imaging and the Death of Photography,” Aperture 136 
(1994): p. 48.

72 Lev Manovich, “The Paradoxes of Digital Photography”, Exhib. Cata., After Photography, 
Germany, 1995
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The blacked out figures are reminiscent of censored images, clumsily altered for 

political or ethical reasons. Maria Miesenberger's work has often been interpreted in 

terms of identity and coming of age and the artist herself has suggested in interviews 

that these are important themes in her work.73 Discussions around identity, both in terms 

of gender and other social roles, often use the analogy of the mask, suggesting that we 

learn to wear different masks in different situations. The technical term for the kind of 

erasing, or editing used in Miesenberger's work, is in fact “masking”.

Lutter and technical manipulation

Because of the way Lutter's images are produced, they are both reversed and negative. 

That is to say, the darkest part are in fact those that were lightest at the time of exposure. 

This, together with the lack of people give the images their eeriness; the buildings are 

ghostly, the skies are black. Lutter's negative camera obscura images can be seen as a 

reminder that every photograph is a flipped and reversed image that need to be 

manipulated just in order to be 'read' correctly. Recall the already cited text where 

Umberto Eco writes that that “we know that it is necessary to be trained to recognize the 

photographic image. We know that the image which takes shape on celluloid is 

analogous to the retinal image but not to that which we perceive.”74

The series that perhaps best exemplifies this is her Pepsi Cola Interieur (2000-2003). 

Here Lutter photographs industrial rooms and then places her large-scale photographs 

back into these rooms to re-photograph them. The negative image when caught by the 

camera obscura in another negative image becomes positive, and the resulting 

photographs become subtle and complex meditations on perception and photographic 

'reality'.

Antonsson and the process of becoming

Swedish artist Lotta Antonsson's diptych Sans Titre (homage á R.A.) is both a 

readymade and a study in post-production manipulation. The image is a found image of 

73  Maria Miesenberger, exhib. Cata., Galleri Lars Bohman, Stockholm, 1998, interview, p. 100-101.
74   Eco, 1982 (1970),  p.33.
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a woman and Antonsson's two seemingly identical images of a beautiful woman's face 

with a large tear in one eye turn out at closer inspection to be developed with slight but 

clear differences in contrast and light.

One of them is more diffused, the other more high-contrast, showing the texture of the 

woman's skin. The tear adds dramatic narrative to the picture, but it turns out to be 

added by the artist during manual post-production.  What we have noted in the 

discussion of Miesenberger and Lutter holds also for Antonsson; the notion of the 

cumbersome process, the way each photograph as unique (or auratic) is highlighted. 

There is, however, in Antonsson's piece a different form of manipulation at work, not a 

censorship-allusion as in Miesenberger, nor a purely technical one as in Lutter's 

negative images, but rather a narrative one. What I am getting at is that the addition of 

the tear in conjunction with the difference in contrast, shows that there is an emotional 

narrative at work in the production of photographic images. The photographer can 

manipulate the mood and the reception of the image. Photography, as we have now 

noted (perhaps nearly ad nauseam) is not to be trusted, it is always to a certain extent 

faking it and manipulating the viewer. This fakery is made visible and is presented 

unapologetically by Lotta Antonsson. Text and narrative recur in different ways in 

Antonsson's oeuvre, where the artist in numerous works has overlaid text and image 

thereby altering how we 'read' the image.

Like Miesenberger, Antonsson has 

a deep-seated interest in identity. 

She has in several series 

photographed adolescent girls at 

the cusp of adulthood, in the 

process of becoming. This interest 

can, I think, be related to her 

focus on the photographic process 

itself, and the post-production as 

something that is clearly and 

unambiguously 'post'.  The temporal linearity of becoming an adult, and the way the 
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young girl (and the photographic image) is simultaneously unique and changing, both 

past and future. The process of becoming a fully-formed individual, of becoming an 

adult is analogous to the process of becoming that is inherent to the analogue 

photographic process. The seeds of the image are held in the negative, and the image is 

gently prodded and coaxed, manipulated and forced to appear by the photographer. If 

you will, both nurture and nature is needed to create and form the finished image, there 

is an element of  inevitability, yet, as we have seen, also a great deal of unpredictability 

and room for maneuver.

The Token/Type distinction

The notion of aura that we have seen in this chapter relates to uniqueness and the 

indexical trace; for Benjamin aura is tied to presence, and there can therefore be no 

replica of it.75 The aspects of the “analogue” that we are trying to pin down is, as noted, 

not medium-specific but rather a conceptual sensitivity or attitude. This taps into what 

the analogue has become, what meaning it has come to have when contrasted with the 

digital.  The shift in sign status towards a concern with the indexical is part of this as 

should be clear by now.

It may be useful here to bring in the philosophical distinction between “token” and 

“type”. In a commonly used example of a text, a count of the tokens would result in a 

count of the number of words used, whereas a count of the types would give us the 

number of different words used.76 When it comes to art the most common view is that 

reproductions of an original painting are considered to be tokens of the original type. 

Examples of tokens would also be the various sculptures cast from the same mold, 

different buildings created from the same blueprint, or more than one copy of a film.77 

75  Walter Benjamin, 1988 (1936), p. 229.
76  Chandler, 2003, p. 47.
77 Gertrude Stein's well known “A rose is a rose is a rose” thus has three types and ten token 

words.Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy online (entry: Types and Tokens) 
<http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/types-tokens/>13 January 2013
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Each photographic print from the same negative would in this line of thought appear to 

be tokens of the same type.78 

Digital media can be said to deal only with 'originals.' Timothy Binkley uses the 

analogy of numbers, and he brings in the notion of token to explain what this means: 

when a number is written it is not a copy of another number, but rather a token of 

something new. “Tokens are never transcribed, but are always inscribed afresh, which is 

what gives digital media their resilience.”79 Each copy of a digital photograph thus 

relates to the “original” file more like the same number relate to one another, than the 

way a copy of an analogue image relates to the original negative. This makes sense if 

we recall that digital media is in fact numbers. Binkley notes that the differences 

between analogue and digital media “can be summarized by noting that a digital 

medium stores tokens of numbers rather than recording traces of events, as its analogue 

predecessors do.”80 That is to say, digital images are analogous to  numbers, and digital 

images are nothing but numbers.

Peirce himself writes of something similar when covering samples and examples. He 

notes that likeness, samples and examples are icons, but only with the addition of some 

commentary, expressed or understood, and that such commentary or conception is 

always symbolic, not iconic.81 Ie. in order for something to be a sample (or a token) it 

needs to be commented on, and thus a symbolic element is brought in. Again, this does 

not appear to be the case with digital copies, they seem, to me, to be a different kind of 

token than the analogue, precisely because they are inscribed afresh and not transcribed. 

78  Umberto Eco (building on Peirce) identifies three kinds of sign vehicles as they relate to the 
notion of topens and type: 
1) signs in which there may be any number of tokens (replicas) of the same type (eg. A printed 
words, or the same model car in the same color)
2) signs whose tokens, even though produced according to a type, possess a certain quality of 
material uniqueness” (eg. Word which someone speaks, or which is handwritten) 
3) signs whose token is their type, or signs in which type and token are identical” (eg. A unique 
original oil-painting, or Princess Diana's wedding dress).
The question for our purposes is whether the photographic “analogue” fits into category 1, 2 or 3? 
Chandler,  2003, p.48 – quoting Eco, A Theory of Semiotics, 1976, 178ff.

79   Binkley 1993, p. 103.
80   Ibid. p. 97.
81   Short, 2007, p.218.

38



Perhaps then, it is this transcription that makes commentary necessary (regardless of 

how minute).

The question that arises then is this: if the index, like aura is tied to presence, is the 

index in fact by definition always singular? I would suggest that it is. Think again of the 

footprint, the crumpled bed sheet, or even the pointing finger; they all have had a direct 

contact with their object at a particular point in time (brief or drawn out). The reason the 

analogue seems to have a stronger indexical charge is because when it is contrasted with 

the digital, it seems to be less duplicated and more akin to other auratic objects. A copy 

of an analogue photograph is not an identical copy in the same way that each digitally 

copied file is, or each instance of the number '3' is. The difference, of course lies in the 

fact that the analogue copy is made via a material process, and it is this that accounts for 

the auratic, or if you will, the unexplainable element of the “analogue.”
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THE INDEXICAL AS MATERIAL TRACE

The photograph as material

The indexical sign by itself is not tied to any material substance or object. One common 

illustration of an index is the pointing finger, and what is referenced is the indicative 

aspect of the gesture, not the 

finger itself (despite it being 

called 'index finger'). However, 

even though the indexical sign 

need not be material, there 

appears to be a strong material 

connection between the 

indexical and the “analogue” 

modes of working examined in 

this essay. In order to clarify 

this connection it is useful to look at a few examples where the physicality, or object- 

hood of the image is particularly clear.

One direct example is Lotta Antonsson's recent installations. These reference the 

material process of analogue photography directly by placing silver, mirrors, sand and 

black shapes on various pedestals. The installation directly alludes to the specific 

materials necessary to create an analogue photographic image.

A similar endeavor can be seen in several works by British artist Simon Starling, 

although he came to this practice from a rather different perspective; namely an interest 

in material transformation more generally. In his Wilhelm Noack oHG the process of 

creating a film projector is documented and shown on that very same projector. 

Starling's photographic series One Ton (2005) is produced using the almost-extinct 

platinum printing process. Here, like in Antonsson's installation, the subject and object 
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merge, the images both are and are about the process by which they have come about. 

Starling's photographs depict the South African platinum mine where the metal used to 

produce the photographs is sourced. The one ton of the title refers to the amount ore 

needed to extract the platinum needed to produce the five photographs in the series. 

Mark Godfrey writes of this piece:

Rather than celebrating platinum printing as a romantic and obsolete 
mode of pre-digital photography, Starling (...) uses the antiquated 
process to address questions of materiality and globalization in the 
immaterial context of digitization.82

As with many of the artists I am discussing in this essay, there are a number of themes 

present in their images, and although Godfrey may well be right in suggesting that 

Starling's overall interest may be 

one more politically motivated, I 

would still suggest that there is at 

the same time a very material and 

fetishistic aspect to the technique 

he is using.  Both Antonsson and 

Starling in their very different 

ways raise awareness of the 

underlying material processes 

beneath the photographic image.  

Photography is not a transparent 

view of reality, but a view that filters through a material process. It is anchored in 

materiality, with all that this entails. It is, as we have seen, “caused by what it 

represents”.83

Barthes writes of this materiality:

And if photography belonged to a world with some residual sensitivity 
to myth, we should exult over the richness of the symbol: the loved 
body is immortalized by the mediation of a precious metal, silver 
(monument and luxury); to which we might add the notion that this 

82   Mark Godfrey's entry on Simon Starling in Vitamin Ph, 2007, p-288.
83   Lister (2004), p.331.
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metal, like all the metals of Alchemy, is alive.84

Note also the very last phrase in Godfrey's sentence above: “in the immaterial context of 

digitization”. It is precisely because of the immateriality of the digital, that the 

materiality of the analogue becomes visible, and can be used to discuss the issues that 

Starling wishes to discuss.

Another aspect of this focus on materiality of the image relates to the process by which 

the image is made, not as a mechanical process but as a carefully honed skill; there is a 

great deal of technical know-how involved both in shooting the image, and then in 

developing and printing it. Antonsson's addition of the driftwood and the seashell to her 

installation seems to indicate a sense of melancholy in the face of a medium and craft 

that is quickly being sidelined and forgotten. Both the shell and the driftwood conjure 

up a sense of long time spans. The other elements included in the installation are books 

with reproductions of photographs by DDR photographers. Images, taken by once well 

known and respected photographers, which are now relegated to the sale-shelves of 

second-hand bookstores. No one remembers them, and no one really cares. The 

suggestion is that the medium and the artists are bound by the same fate, and are 

inevitably going down together.

Highlighting the materiality of the image does not necessarily focus on the printing and 

processing, however, but can start already with the negative. Walid Raad and Joachim 

Koester are two examples of artists that work with damaged or expired film, and in the 

examples examined below the material fragility of the indexicality of the 

negative/photographic image is highlighted in  number of ways.  

The decaying image: Walid Raad

Lebanese artist Walid Raad writes the following in reference to a set of images that he 

calls We decided to let them say “we are convinced”, twice. It was more convincing this 

way:

84   Barthes, 2000 (1980), p. 81.
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In the summer of 1982, I stood along with others in a parking lot 
across from my mother's apartment in East Beirut, and watched the 
Israeli land, air, and sea assault on West Beirut. The PLO along with 
their Lebanese and Syrian allies retaliated, as best they could.

East Beirut welcomed the invasion, or so it seemed and that much is 
certain. West Beirut resisted it, or so it seemed and that much is 
certain.

One day, my mother even accompanied me to the hills around Beirut 
to photograph the invading Israeli army stationed there. Soldiers 
rested their bodies and their weapons as they waited for their next 
orders to attack or retreat.

I was 15 in 1982, and wanted to get as close as possible to the events 
or as close as my newly acquired camera and lens permitted me. 
Clearly not close enough.

This past year, I came upon the negatives from that time. I decided to 
look again. 85

The text is from 2004, when Raad donated the photographs to The Atlas Group. The 

Atlas Group project is rather complex and Raad's whole way of working lifts a number 

of interesting issues relating to 

the archive, documentation, truth, 

authorship, etc.86 With Raad's 

own narratives it is often 

uncertain what truth is being told, 

whether his documents and 

proofs are fact or fiction. I am 

not sure whether the quoted 

narrative about the origins of the 

images is a “true story” in the 

sense of historical truth, but it is a story that tells 'a truth'. For the purposes of this 

discussion it doesn't much matter whether things happened the way he tells them, but 

rather what the artist says about the images, their back- story, and what the narrative 

adds to the images in terms of their indexical status.

85   Walid Raad: I Might Die Beofre I Get a Rifle, Exhib. Cata. Hasselblad Award, 2011, (pages not 
numbered)

86   The phrase 'or so it seemed. And that much is certain' is an example of this.
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The photographs in the series are rather varied in terms of subjects; they show soldiers, 

crowds of people, buildings etc. What connects them visually is a drastic discoloration 

and an irregular “grid” of scratches and dots, supposedly caused by the chemical 

degeneration of the negatives in the 20-odd years during which the film stayed 

undeveloped in Raad's camera. These stains are in a sense the most direct traces of the 

years that have passed since the original photographs were taken. The trauma of the war, 

the destruction of the artist's home town, the wound of violence are all visible in the 

partial degradation of the images. The very physicality of the negatives did not, as the 

phrase goes, “age well”. What we really mean when we use that phrase, is of course that 

they show their age, unmistakably and harshly. They have perhaps not aged well, but 

they have aged honestly and authentically.

The scratches and dots are also a shield, a filter through which we have to squint to see. 

Miesenberger's fuzzy erased figures spring to mind and Raad's series is yet another 

example of how the fragility of memory can take material form. The aged negative 

works as a reminder of a trauma, a “this actually happened”. As a witness Raad's 

photographs are all the more reliable because of their flaws. But their flaws also date 

them and distance us temporally from their subjects. In one picture we see two men 

reading the newspaper in the shade underneath a truck or a tank. They are young and 

handsome, looking right into the young artists' camera but the scratches and pink dots 

makes it painfully clear that something terrible has happened to them in the years 

between then and now, just like something terrible happened to the negative on which 

their image is caught.

These damaged photographs are proof of something, but it is a proof mixed with fiction. 

Like a scar that someone explains as a war wound might be caused by a childhood 

bicycle accident. The point however, is that it is a scar, a trace of a trauma. And a 

trauma remembered as another trauma is still a trauma. 
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The decaying image: Joachim Koester

Danish artist Joachim Koester's Message from Andrée (2005) traces the journey of 

Swedish polar researcher Salomon August Andrée who in 1897 tried to reach the North 

Pole by hydrogen balloon. The balloon had to emergency land after only two days and 

the expedition ended abruptly three months later when after wandering in the 

inhospitable landscape the entire crew died. Along on the journey was Nils Strindberg 

who had been invited in order to document the trip. When the remains of the expedition 

was found 33 years after their death, buried under the ice, miraculously several images 

could be saved as they had been frozen still undeveloped in Strindberg's camera.

Just like the forgotten film in Raad's camera, Strindberg's images show the passage of 

time and their rough history. Even though some images were in remarkably good shape, 

the ones that Koester focuses on are the images that in a sense were beyond salvaging, 

those where the scratches and chemical decay and “visual noise” predominate.

Koester re-photographed these images and transformed them into a 16mm film, shown 

for the first time at the Danish pavilion at the Venice Biennale in 1995. The subject 

matter here is not what is on the images, 

what we see, but rather what we don't 

see. Or rather, what we see in their 

destruction and disintegration. Having 

been embalmed in the ice, the images 

show the inevitability of time passing, 

material decay and brutal failure. As 

with much else in Koester's oeuvre, 

Message from Andrée also ties in with 

historical knowledge and the 

uncertainty of historical data, by pinpointing how little we know, or can know about 

what really happened during the three months before the crew perished, and the 

subsequent 33 years before their discovery.
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By way of parenthesis we can note that the Andrée-expedition's hydrogen balloon 

makes an interesting parallel to Vera Lutter's images of the zeppelin. The balloon as 

mode of transport tells of a world in which exploration was still dangerous, when there 

were undiscovered patches on the map, and when belief in technology and progress was 

uncomplicated by ecological or geo-political considerations. Lutter's images connect 

this old flying vehicle with the by-gone technique of camera obscura. Neither is used 

today except as a curiosity. The zeppelin or hydrogen balloons are hobbies at best, their 

hey-day as a respectable mode of transportation is long gone, and put together with the 

ruined film images they speak of failure and disaster.

Material witness  

Recall our discussion about photography as an unreliable witness.  The notion of a 

witness involves just seeing; a witness is someone having seen something. Something 

happens, there is an event, a moment, and there is a memory of that event. The notion of 

the unreliable witness suggests either distorted or flawed looking, or, more often, 

distorted, flawed, or insufficient memory. The question that is of interest for us here 

centers around how the idea of witness relates to the Peircean categories of index-icon-

symbol.

Initially one may be tempted to think of the example of a lineup of suspects and assume 

that likeness (icon) is the key notion here; connecting a memory of a person with the 

likeness of that person in the lineup. However, at more careful examination, what makes 

the witness a witness, reliable or not, is something else.  An event being witnessed has 

to do first and foremost with presence, of being there-ness. A witness is a witness 

because he/she is attached temporally and spatially to the event. It is, I suggest, in this 

indexical aspect of witnessing that its limitations come in, it is here that it shows its 

flaws, its forgetfulness and its limitations.

This relates to Peirce's notion of the photographic image as being “physically forced” to 

appear. In Raad's and Koester's stained images, the negatives can't help but show the 

passage of time, their decay, and loss. The subject of the photograph is important, but, 
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equally or more important are the other things transcribed on the image, their flaws and 

stains, hiding and distorting the original subject. The witness might not be able to show 

anything mimetic (iconically recognizable), but it is a witness in the sense of having 

been there.

Worth bearing in mind here is the difference between analogue and digital amnesia. 

Digital amnesia is arguably a purely technological amnesia, one that doesn't leave the 

same kind of physical traces that analogue amnesia does. A digital image, when altered 

can be restored of course, but does not, like the palimpsest analogy carry its history 

inevitably in its material. Martin Lister notes that digital media engenders another form 

of amnesia that has to do with the ease with which they are erased: “The 'delete' button 

may be changing the relationship of photography to biography as images that might 

have been valued in retrospect, are now rapidly consigned to oblivion before history and 

nostalgia can do their work”87 Tacita Dean has done a number of  series where she in 

different ways has examined just this, by using found photographs or her own forgotten 

images as source material.

Photography as ruin

It is not possible for me to delve into the details of the fascinating and much-discussed 

relation between photography and time, however, it is impossible to write about my 

subject without approaching and rubbing up against this at various points. It will remain 

an itch that cannot be scratched satisfactorily in this paper, but it is an itch that 

nevertheless needs to be acknowledged.  Time is recorded onto the materiality of the 

negatives in Koester's and Raad's series discussed above, and it plays a big part in our 

next topic relating to the materiality of the analogue image: namely the connection 

between photography and the ruin.

Susan Sontag suggests that the photograph is like architecture in that it looks better over 

time: “many buildings, and not only the Parthenon, probably look better as ruins.”88 And 

she continues: “What is true of photographs is true of the world seen photographically. 
87  Lister, 2009 p. 336.
88  Sontag, 1977, p. 79.
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Photography extends the eighteenth-century literati's discovery of the beauty of ruins 

into a genuinely popular taste.”89 What is interesting for our purposes is the relationship 

between the ruin and time/presence.  I think that what Sontag means is that the 

photograph ages well in the sense that it adds romantic shimmer to a scene or event, and 

something akin to this can be found in Vera Lutter's photographs. The ruin is like 

analogue photography in that it is a real material trace. Interestingly enough, the 

photograph is not just related to the ruin in Sontag's thinking, but even more, it is “a 

modern counterpart of that characteristically romantic architectural genre, the artificial 

ruin: the ruin that is created in order to deepen the historical character of a landscape, to 

make nature suggestive – suggestive of the past.”90 The fake ruin is of course telling the 

story of a past that never were, it is a form of the exaggerated or cleaned up decay. The 

real ruin is uncontrollable, falls apart chaotically, but the artificial ruin appears loaded 

with meaning and past events, it carries an indexical presence of something that never 

really happened.

If Lutter's images are emptied of humans, so are Joachim Koester's; in fact, the Danish 

photographer has even defined his practice as 'ghost hunting.'91 Koester has in a number 

of different works photographed the remains or ruins of various utopian communities or 

projects: Christiania in Copenhagen in Day for Night Christiania (1996), abandoned 

developments from communist-era Romania in From the Travel of Jonathan Harker 

(2003) to the derelict house in Cefalù, Sicily, that once housed Aleister Crowley and his 

followers in Morning of the Magicians (2005) to name but a few. The ruins or remains 

of 1960 conceptual art are examined by Koester in his series histories (2003-05) and 

Occupied Plots, Abandoned Futures. Twelve (Former) Real Estate Opportunities 

(2007). In the latter the artist revisits sites that Ed Ruscha collected in one of his 

photographic conceptual books from 1970's Los Angeles, and in the former a number of 

sites that are shown in key conceptual works by Hans Haacke, Gordon Matta-Clark, 

Robert Smithson and others. These series deal with the notion of ruins in different ways 

of course. We may however note that the notion of the ruin, encapsulates an idea of 

89  Ibid. p.79.
90   Ibid. p.80.
91 � Hal Foster, “Blind Spots: Hal Foster on the Art of Joachim Koester”, Artforum, Vol.44, April 

2006
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meaningful decay or destruction. To approach a past through the debris left behind, is 

analogous to the physicality of photography in various ways. Koester's conceptual re-

enactments take as their starting point the reproductions found in books, those often 

cheaply reproduced artists books so popular in the 1960's.The ruin in this case is the 

reproduction, not the original. 

Photography and death

Closely related to the ruin, the passage of time and the decaying negative is the idea that 

photography somehow relates to, or reminds us of death. This works itself out in a 

number of ways, and the death that is referred to are a number of different kinds of 

deaths. Below is a brief summary of these kinds of deaths and how they relate to the 

material aspects of photography as discussed in this chapter.

Freezing time

One aspect of photography's relation to death has to do with the freezing of time. In any 

portrait we see the person like they once were, even just a few hours ago, and the frozen 

face is a reminder of the inevitability of time passing. Susan Sontag writes:

Photographs state the innocence, the vulnerability of lives heading 
toward their own destruction, and this link between photography and 
death haunts all photographs of people.92

Roland Barthes, describing his own feelings at being photographed writes that he 

experiences “a micro-version of death (of parenthesis): I am truly becoming a specter.” 

Barthes goes on to give a number of other allusions to death: “the (terrified) 

Photographer must exert himself to the utmost to keep the Photograph from becoming 

Death”, and “what I see is that I have become Total-Image, which is to say, Death in 

person,” and in the same passage he likens being photographed to being “embalmed”.93

Even Vera Lutter's long exposures occasionally catch a person, and in an interview she 

tells of how the ghost of a person ended up visible in one of her images. It turned out 

92   Sontag, 1977,  p. 70.
93   Barthes, 2000 (1980), p. 14.

49



that the picture was shot on a sunny day, and the person had been lying still sunbathing 

for several hours and therefore left a trace over time. The interviewer Peter Wollen 

remarks that in order to end up in Lutter's images, a person “could be asleep, or they 

could be very disciplined, or they could be dead.”94 Lutter's long time-span exposures 

require a death-like stillness, movement results in ghost-like human forms and ghost 

like matter as in the zeppelin.

Magical thinking

The old notion that being photographed somehow damages or weakens the body seems 

very anachronistic today. But is it? Even now it is somehow unacceptile to throw away 

the photograph of a loved one; one may bury it in the drawer, but not just chuck it out. 

Unless it is someone one wishes harm, then one may burn the image in effigy. If it 

seems anachronistic it is perhaps not so much because we have freed ourselves from 

magical thinking, but rather that we are no longer relating to photographs as material 

objects. The indexical chord, connection as physical object to physical object is gone 

when we look at the image on a screen, deleting a digital photograph somehow feels 

less traumatic than the print or negative. It does in other words seem that it is the 

material, analogue aspect of photography that connects it to this kind of death or harm.

Material decay

The third  way in which death and the material photograph relate to one another is that 

they both share bodies that are fragile and perishable and that show the passage of time. 

The photograph, the material negative, or the image, can thus act as an analogy of the 

physical decay of our own bodies. Barthes again: “Even if it is attached to more lasting 

supports (like paper), it is still mortal: like a living organism, it is born on the level of 

the sprouting silver grains, it flourishes a moment then ages...”95

Another aspect of this material analogy to our own bodies has to do with the element of 

unpredictability. In for instance Vera Lutter's images, things like chemistry and light can 

94   Wollen, 2003.
95   Barthes, 2000 (1980), p. 93.
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be controlled but only to an extent, there is always an element of guess-work and 

unpredictability involved in the production. Taking it one step further, we can relate it 

not only to our bodies but to our memory or unconscious. Time passes, events occur and 

these leave traces; if the Zeppelin is removed, the image retains a memory both of that 

which is seen and that which is removed. The “analogue” in other words, is a visual 

analogy of our psyche. From material to immaterial and back again.

Death of a medium, perishability of the image

The last type of death that connects photography to the material (analogue) 

photographic process has to do with the death of the medium itself. We have already 

touched upon this in our discussion about Lotta Antonsson's installations. The medium 

is dying, and with it, it's exponents and their craft. Here we can note an element of 

nostalgia and a deliberate holding on to the particularities of the medium. Antonsson 

shares with her viewers her re-discovered DDR photographers whose renown has faded 

(along with their country), a gesture that bears some similarity to Koester's interest in 

the pioneers of conceptual photography from the 1960's.

By way of summary we may note that the aspect of the material that is a key component 

of the “analogue” is something which again becomes clearer or more pronounced when 

contrasted with the digital. It has to do with the way destruction occurs, death and 

decay, but also the flaws and limitations of the medium and process. Timothy Binkley 

notes that digital media is subjected to “a completely different set of rules form those 

applied to analogue media. Since their creative resources are mathematically instead of 

materially based, their limits are fixed at logical instead of physical boundaries.”96

96   Binkley, 1993, p.100.
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PHOTOGRAPHY AS HISTORICAL TRACE

Having looked at photography as index, how the auratic and copies relate to the 

indexical, as well as the material aspect of analogue photography, this last chapter will 

examine the notion of the historical trace and the way some artists use the photographic 

medium to reconnect to events in a historical or extended time frame. This I argue, 

relates to the way analogue photography functions as indexical footprint in a stronger or 

more direct way than the digital photograph does.

Putting photographic indexicality and materiality together, we get a 
powerful mix; we see the photograph as something which it is as 
important to hold, touch, feel and check for as it is to see, and which 
we sense has literally touched something that exists but is absent or 
has existed but is no more. This is the photograph as a modern kind of 
fetish; it stands for something lost or unattainable but desired.97

Attempting to overcome this absence is something that some artists do by concentrating 

on the indexicality of the “analogue” in a historical time-frame.

Tracing Kant

In The Kant Walks (2003-4) Joachim Koester retraces the philosopher Immanuel Kant's 

daily walks around his native Königsberg. These strolls are represented by photographs 

taken along the route and supplemented by texts retelling nightmares that haunted the 

philosopher.

There are several interesting things about this series for our purposes. First of all, one 

could argue that Koester's photographs reverse the indexical movement from past to 

future: instead of looking at an image of something that took place in the past, the 

medium of photography is itself used as a way to retrace an event. The artist is walking 

where Kant walked, a form of physical “retracing the steps” of the long-dead 

philosopher. The documentation takes place several hundred years after the event(s), but 

by using the inherently indexical qualities of photography the walk and the person doing 

97   Lister, 2004, p. 332. quoting (Kember 1998; 210).
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the walking can be approached. The trace here is a geographical (near) and temporal 

(far) trace, and the camera captures a performance of sort. The indexical sign, as we 

have already noted, is often exemplified precisely by the footprint, and here Koester is 

physically tracing Kant's footsteps. The umbilical chord seems attached and able to 

connect even in this reversed and long time frame. Barthes writes that cameras are 

“clocks for seeing”98 and here the camera appears able not just to see what is happening 

now, but also what took place several hundred years ago. The time measured by these 

clocks for seeing is collapsed and challenges linear past-to future temporality.

As noted, The Kant Walks 

consist not only of 

photographs but also of texts, 

and it is in these texts 

recounting Kant's nightmares 

that another recurring theme 

in Koester's oeuvre comes to 

the fore: the idea of 

exploration and historical understanding.  Koester himself remarked:

In the nineteenth century exploration was geographic. Journeys were 
made into impassable jungles or the ice deserts of the Arctic in an 
attempt to map the last “white” spots on the globe. But in the 
twentieth century this notion of the 'unknown' changed. Exploration 
turned inward. The new realms to be explored were the molecule 
(Niels Bohr), the unconscious (Sigmund Freud), language (Gertrud 
Stein) or the outskirts of the mind (Henri Michaux).99

In other words, we can also understand The Kant Walks as a form of retracing or 

mapping of Kant's subconscious through his nightmares. The walk through Königsberg 

is also a walk through Kant's mind. There is an element of thought involved in walking, 

many writers confess to having their best ideas or solve tricky problems while walking. 

The mind and the feet are somehow connected, and thus tracing one involves tracing the 

other.

98   Barthes, 2000 (1980),  p. 15.
99   Dieter Roelstraete, Dieter, “After the Historiographic Turn: Current Findings”, e-flux journal #6 

<http://www.e-flux.com/journal/after-the-historiographic-turn-current-findings/> January 13, 2013
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Needless to say, the notion of the subconscious was not yet 'invented' or if you will, 

'discovered' during Kant's own time. The interpretation and the source material exist in 

different temporal planes, like layers in a geological landscape. Psychoanalysis is a grid 

that overlays the 18th century philosopher's walk; images and the text are tying together 

two aspects of Kant's walks that are firmly located in the 20th and 21st centuries. Hal 

Foster quotes Koester saying that there “is nothing more instructive than a confusion of 

timeframes” and he continues to note that Koester “uses the indexical nature of the 

photograph to seize “the index' of things” both as they emerge in time and as they fall 

back into it.”100

Text as index

I have argued above that Koester's The Kant Walks are a way to get at the past by using 

photography's indexical qualities and that the very act of photographing is a retracing, a 

way of 'connecting' to an event, a place, or a person over time. This argument is rather 

abstract, so before adding Tacita Dean's images to the mix, let's stop and remind 

ourselves about how the indexical functions and how we connect to people and things 

through objects.

Consider for a moment a book with a hand-written author's signature or dedication. 

Here there are different forms of text, and different indexical qualities: the printed texts 

in the book, the actual novel or poems are what make us care about the author in the 

first place. The words on the page are the same regardless of whether they are written 

by hand, in a paperback or hardcover edition. Of course this is gross simplification, and 

font experts and graphic designers would strongly disagree, the way the words are 

presented on the page, the whiteness of the paper, etc all play a part. But let's disregard 

that aspect for a moment and think about the difference between the written text of the 

book and the scribbled dedication that can make the book several times more valuable. 

The printed text is all written by the author but the added-value stems from the fact that 

his/her hand has touched the paper, the pressure of this particular pen on this particular 

100  Hal Foster, 2006.
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paper. In other words, it is the indexical aspect of this particular piece of language that is 

valuable. This may all seem obvious, but it is worth bearing in mind when we look at 

Tacita Dean’s Lord Byron Died as it has to do with the inscription not on a page but in 

marble.

Tracing Byron

Tacita Dean's series Lord Byron Died consists of six black-and-white photographs of 

close up views of the carvings found on the Temple of Poseidon at Cape Sounion in 

Greece.

In an early 19th century version 

of graffiti, the poet Lord Byron 

carved his name into the marble 

at the south side of the temple 

during a trip to the region. 

Dean's photographs show 

Byron's carvings, as well as 

those of a number of others. 

These bits of texts, dates, 

initials, and secret messages are 

significant not for what they say, 

the meaning of the words, but 

carry significance similar to that 

of an autograph. They are indexes carved into the marble, pressed to leave a mark, like 

the footprint or death mask or a pen writing, but with a permanence and historical 

density that comes with being on the wall of the ancient temple.

A number of interesting connections could be made between the subject of this paper 

and graffiti – in fact, both historical graffiti like Byron's and the contemporary version 

seen in the contemporary urban landscape are concerned with detaching the indexical 

sign-function and highlighting present-ness. Unfortunately that would be the subject for 
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another essay althogether. We can however, note that perhaps unsurprisingly, Joachim 

Koester also has  photographed graffiti in several of his works, most strikingly perhaps 

in his documentation of the Crawley house in Cefalù. 

Photography as analogous of it self

By way of final words about photographs relation to history, let's get back to a phrase by 

Martin Lister quoted in the very beginning of this essay;  that one “compelling feature 

of chemical photography” is that it is “an image that is caused by what it represents”.101 

This is another way of saying that the photograph is analogous of its own indexicality.

The indexical, as noted in Chapter two is a form of “was-there-ness”, a connection or 

access to something that is past. The indexical aspect of photography, what is explored 

by both Dean and Koester in the works discussed above, somehow has the ability to 

collapse time and extend time simultaneously. This seems paradoxical in a still image 

which is normally thought of as freezing time, capturing a moment by isolating it, or 

embalming it, to use some of the vocabulary we have seen. This collapsing and 

extension seems to be connected to the materiality of the image, what we may call 

“analogue”, as it is within this materiality that the image is able to hold time and truth 

even while questioning it. It is the subjectivity of the material (the photograph's “body” 

as it were), that both limits and enables the photograph's link to a specific past. This 

linkis the strongest contrast to the digital with its wholly dematerialized  and abstract 

body.

Joachim Koester writes:

“The photographs become material, and time becomes material. That 
is one way to approach history and time: as material. And perhaps 
time always points towards the future. What is there to predict about 
the future? It is sitting there with all these lines, all these traces 
coming form the past. Calling them lines makes them seem very 
linear. But I don't see them that way. They seem to have all kind of 
influences. They come together from all sides.”102

101  Lister, 2004, p.331.
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CONCLUDING REMARKS

We have in the preceding pages looked at and analyzed work by a range of different 

artists, artists who at first sight do not have much in common: they do not share 

medium, conceptual background, and definitely not aesthetic concerns. Rather, I have 

argued, what connects them is a semiotic dimension, an activating and a separating out 

of the indexical element of the photographic sign. These artists all represent a shift in 

the sign-status of the photographic object, towards an interest in material trace and time.  

This dimension is what I have labeled the “analogue” mainly to signal a difference 

between this sensitivity or semiotic concern, and the way the term analogue is used in 

every-day language  - i.e. as a contrast to digital technology. The “analogue” is thus 

deeply connected to but not identical with, the analogue medium; in fact, the semiotic 

concern encompassed within this term can occur even in work produced digitally, and is 

perhaps best understood as a form of heightened indexicality within its sign-status.

I am not suggesting that the artists and works that have been analyzed are dealing with 

these semiotic issues in any deliberate or conscious way. Rather, this essay has been 

concerned with noting an orientation towards the “analogue”, a semiotic dimension that 

exists underneath and in parallel with other thematic and conceptual concerns that 

occupy these artists more overtly.

I have throughout the essay referred to this breaking open of the sign-status of the 

photographic object as a kind of 'shift' towards the “analogue”, however calling it a shift 

is somewhat misleading. This term suggests that what we are dealing with is a break 

with some past, a change once and for all. Perhaps a more precise and useful 

formulation would be to say that the advent of digital technology allows for or 

facilitates this use of the sign-functions of photography, a use that has been present in 

photography since its inception. It is thus not a question of a shift as much as of a 

modification or a gentle nudge.

102  Paolo Magagnoli, “Critical Nostalgia in the Art of Joachim Koester.”, Oxford Art Journal, 34.1, 
2011.
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The main themes that I have chosen to look at have been trace, aura/uniqueness, death, 

history, and physical remains. These themes are overlapping and in no way the only 

ways to approach or organize the discussion. However, my hope is that they have served 

the purpose of clarity and overview – making clear that the material and temporal 

aspects of trace are keys in understanding this “analogue” sensitivity.

The indexical aspect of photography contains the potential for a dual movement: the 

trace can help overcome physical distance, bringing events or people of the past closer, 

and sharpen memories. This is seen in Miesenberger's family snapshots as well as 

Koester's retracing of Immanuel Kant's walks around Königsberg. However, the 

indexical can also work as a shielding raster, creating distance to, obscuring and even 

partially erasing the past. We saw this in the same Miesenberger images, as well as in 

Walid Raad's and Joachim Koester's decayed images.

The indexical - likened to rays, magic, footprint, death mask, umbilical cord –is 

embedded within the notion of the reliability of the photograph as a witness. The 

photograph is thought to prove something; it shows what something was like at a 

particular time. A theme that we have found in all the artists we have looked at  has been 

a deliberate challenge of this notion – and explorations of photography as artificial, 

unreliable and impossible to trust. Photography in the work of Raad, Koester, Lutter, 

Antonsson and Miesenberger appears flawed, irrational, tricky and subject to decay and 

distortion: in short, it is a highly unreliable medium. This inherent unreliability, 

manipulation, and ultimately artificiality of photography is as old as photograph itself 

but comes to the fore with the advent of the digital image. The photograph as a trace or 

a stencil of the world, caused by direct connection to its depicted subject, is weakened 

in digital photography, and by focusing on the materiality of trace the artists we have 

looked at bring to the fore something that is at the core of the “analogue”. Digital 

imagery is overtly capable of manipulation (recall Batchen's anxieties), and the concern 

with the “analogue” becomes a way to reconnect, re-trust and re-attach the image to 

something, even if that something is shifting and unreliable. The image may well be 
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flawed and unreliable, but it is anchored in something concrete and material, as opposed 

to the purely numerical and logical anchor available to the digital image.

The temporal aspect of this “analogue” is another recurrent theme present in all of the 

works analyzed in different ways. Lotta Antonsson's and Vera Lutter's explorations of 

the technical aspects of analogue film and camera obscura are explored as mediums 

whose days are numbered, connecting their works overtly to a time past. But perhaps 

more interesting is how the temporal itself acts as a trace, connecting back and forth in 

time. The camera as we have seen is a clock for seeing, a clock for experiencing anew 

and a clock for connecting to something or someone. Generally we view this as 

operating in a backward motion: from present to past through the photograph. The 

physical trace is what grants us this access precisely because of the proof-aspect of the 

indexical. But a more complex, less one-to-one relationship between temporal planes is 

noticeable in several of the artists' work. Lutter, Koester and Dean in particular use the 

photograph as a way to create a trace of something by catching something else on film 

after the fact. Here the proof-aspect of the indexical is reversed and it is the material 

image itself that becomes the link, not a record of or representation of a link.

A sub-text of the essay that has not been discussed directly but rather brewing under the 

surface has been the notion of digital and analogue in terms of a more overarching 

dichotomy between the controlled and uncontrolled, order and chaos, limitation and 

fluidity. I have skirted around this issue mainly because it is vast and complicated and 

impossible to cover comprehensively within an essay of this scope, and it may therefore 

seem foolish to bring it up in the very last lines of my concluding chapter. However, 

there is an interesting point to be made, albeit perhaps not an entirely neat and resolved 

one, so bear with me.

The analogue/digital distinction can, and often is represented as 'natural' vs. 'artificial'. 

Chandler argues that the privileging of the analogue may thus be linked with the 

defiance of rationality in romantic ideology, a defiance which still dominates our 

conception of ourselves as individuals.103 The suggestion here is that the digital 

103 Chandler (2003), p.46.
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represents the rational, measurable, coherent, and the analogue connects to the natural, 

unpredictable and unique. Chandler also argues, bringing to mind Barthes' discussion in 

“Rhetoric of the Image” that the digital can be seen as closer to denotation and analogue 

to connotation; the obvious vs. the hidden.

Susan Sontag writes about photography as a form of quotation, and likens the 

photographic practice to the work of literary criticism that Walter Benjamin was 

planning to carry out that was to consist entirely of quotations.104 Quotations do of 

course have a strong element of the indexical, they are built on a direct link to the 

preceding text, and it is possible to bring in our previous discussions of copies/originals 

and token/type in this context. I mention it here mainly to bring my reader's attention to 

the way the photograph, or photography, as used by the artists discussed in this essay, 

can be said to mine or quote the specifically “analogue” within the history of 

photography, memory, or indexicality itself.  A quote is a form of violation, a taking out 

of context, a severing but also provides the text with a new context, new relationships, 

new traces, albeit in the form of a fragment. The quote like the copy is both iconic and 

indexical as Short points out in this reference to jazz music:

Then there is quotation of art in art, as in Charles Ives' music. In itself, 
this is an iconic relation between icons, but, as mediated through the 
audience's memory of the music quoted, the relation is indexical.105

The memory of the music quoted exists within and on top of the quotation, and it is this 

memory that makes the relationship indexical. The shadow or the footprint as perhaps 

the most persistently used examples of indexical signs are concerned with this memory, 

they are a lingering presence that merges with what has been and what is to come . The 

photograph provides the link between these layers, a flawed and partially broken link, 

but a link nonetheless. 

104  Sontag (1977), p. 76-77.

105  Short, 2007, p. 217.
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<http://www.e-flux.com/announcements/simon-starlings-recent-history/> (Accessed on: 1.16.13) 

Illustration 8. Walid Raad, We decided to let them say “we are convinced”, twice. It was more 
convincing this way. Summer 1982/2006

<http://prisonphotography.org/2011/03/27/walid-ra%E2%80%99ad-on-artist-talks/> (Accessed 
on: 1.16.13)

Illustration 9. Joachim Koester, Message from Andrée, 2005, still from 16mm film

<http://www.orbit.zkm.de/?q=node/219> (Accessed on: 1.16.13)
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Illustration 10: Joachim Koester, The Kant Walk #2, 2003-2004

<http://www.surfacemag.com/blog/architecture/1202-envisioning-buildings-at-viennas-
museum-of-applied-art/> (Accessed on: 1.16.13)

Illustration 11: Tacita Dean, Lord Byron Died, 2003, set of 6 gelatin prints, each 40 x 60 cm

<http://www.mo-artgallery.com/deanplhr.htm> (Accessed on: 1.16.13)
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