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DOCUMENTARY
PHOTOGRAPHY

. Looking over the Shoulder of.. offers a glimpse *.
“.into the working lives of professional photographers. ™.
Over the past five yéars, FOTODOK has shared their ™,

inspiration, ways.‘of working, research and behind- *.
the-scenes expefiences through essays, observations, ™.

inferviews, publications, exhibitions, master classes and
talk shows; live, in print or on FOTODOK's website. The =
common’stdrting point was a desire to highlight different - -
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documentary practices and, in so doing, to provide an insight

into confemporary photography and pressing social issues.
Last year, we. looked over the shoulders of Fred Ritchin

and /ED at (inter)national documentary photography

and shared their thoughts on its development. The
résult was Octagon, an inclusive online research tool, .~
and this manual with topical handles to help you

¢ choose your own position, conduct research and
apply it to your own “{photographic) practice,
as a (prospective) professional, amateur or
photography enthusiast. i

Femke Lutgerink
artistic director FOTODOK

% < Why are thgre so many billions

\ of photographs being produced

< today?lsit because they cost almost

" nothing to make? Or because they

< are so easy to make? O,_r is it because

' " by photographing we think that we take

" ourselves outside of our own lives for a

< moment, becoming privileged "vyitnesses?

. ~ Or do we make so many photographs, and

.~ star in them, because we are convinced that

appearing asimage is somehow more important,
and more enduring, than simply living our Iiv"es?

And why do we not similarly concern ourselves with

there too many words? Not enough? Are they the “right”
words?

...................................................................................................................................

."z_Words, of course, can be ignored — the letters that populate
them are abstract signifiers that must be deciphered, not as

immediately referential as photographs. (And, fortunately, words .-
are articulated in languages that many do not understand —

photograph§ are thought to be universally and, for the most pa_r"t,
immediately understood, although this is a serious fallacy.)

Words are associated-with issues of syntax and of context — how are
words put together, in W'h.ich sequence? Itis not that someone ha}s'chosen
the word “apple,” but that it-is used to characterize someone as “the apple
of my eye” rather than referringto one’s lunch finishing with “applé sauce!” We
certainly do not give the same tH-nght to photographic syntax,énd context -
when media literacy is taught, it is-almost always about words:

We all know the famous quotation, ”'i'f._.l had more time | \(y'éuld have written
a shorter letter” Why don’t we say the same of photographs —“If | had more
time | would have made fewer photographs”? i

Photographs are thought to demand less .éit,‘tentio.,r.’i'.' We scan them quickly,
treating them as a fast food in the world of online culture (many are now even
.... produced to disappear in seconds). They take little time for the one wielding
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the camera to compose, and can be published.-'é‘n_d distributed immediately.
Pointing the lens, all that their authors requite is"the visible, no longer the
momentous. Everything has become fodde;'for the'camera, including, quite
frequently, the most trivial. -

But such digitally-derived imagery may have met its “match in digitally-
derived words — not just any worcjé, but those generated by computers.
Recently, in a Google experiment, computers have taugh’t. themselves to
“read” and caption photographs. Finally, the emperor, as it"were, may be
seen as having no clothes —”An"épparently bored, thin boy with glasses sits
behind a plate filled with breakfast items surrounded by peoplé'-c_)f a similar
age known to him as his friends,” or “Yet another cat somersaults in the air."
~There is something to the impersonal and matter of fact, although of course
such captioning will be qr‘idoubtedly “personalized” in the near future (with
perhaps a button allowing for the “user’s” predilection for more anirﬁated
adjectives). ;

There fs.,also enorm’bus poetic potential here. My favorite of the captionec.'iz,.

photogréphs released so far is the one, captioned by a human as “A green
monster kite soaring in a sunny sky,” that was captioned quite differently
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reference.

What th'én Would."happen if computers re-captioned the entire history of-

photq.{jraphy? Not 6n|y what would the computer perceive, but also Wha't
infqrfr'nation might it"add? For example, would it further contextualize a
sensuous Edward Weston nude to let the reader know that it was made at the
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the enormous number of words being uttered? Are
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FOR SYSTEMATIC RESEARCH

GREATER LATITUDE OF THOUGHT.

CURIOSITY FOR ONE'S SURROUNDINGS.

A RICHER I:E:X,.I..’ERIENCE OF THE USE OF IN.E(SRMATION.
CRITICAL THINKII;j'Q RATHER THAN SUPER.EI‘éIAL PERCEPTION.
A FEELING OF SATISFAC%I"QN BROUGHT ABOUT BY UNDERSTANDING.
THE EMERGENCE OF IDEAS, P6'3§IBILITIES AND SOLUTIONS FOR PROBLEMS. "--.-.._FNVIRONMENTS.

* INCREASED PERSONAL KNOWLEDGE BY ABSORBING THE KNOWLEDGE OF OTHERS. -

 THE PROFLIGACY OF PHOTOGRAPHY: AND THE REINVENTED UNIVERSE *.

same time that the Spanish Civil War was going on, and that Fascism would
win? Or might it caption the fa'mous photograph by Nick Ut of a young, nude
Vietnamese girl, Kim Phuc, her skin burning frem napalm, and include the
various ways in which the publication of that imé’ge profoundly changed her
life? Or, more broadly, rr_}fght the computer, equipped with face-recognition
software, help to finally write a history of photography from the points of
view of the subjects of all of these famous photographs, not just the image-
makers themselves?”

We can then ask-"égain why are so many photographs being produced ? No
one would argue that we are more photogenic today, mér_e exotic, more
distinguishegifSome would argue, on the other hand, that we are more needy,
less assured of our own importance, or increasingly unable to grasp our roles
as part of a larger cycle of life. Or perhaps, as Andy Warhol suggested, we are

- all seeki_ﬁ'g our own fifteen minutes of fame (at a shutter release of'1~_/1 00 ofa -
“second, it would take 90,000 pictures to cover our fifteen minutes of fleeting

celebrity - an idiosyncratic way to justify our addiction to a volumjnaus

PROTOGrAPRY). .. .o e

._U'.ndo.'u.btedly, if we stopped photographing (or, more importantly, §t’6ppé’d
SO freql}gntly looking for situations to photograph) we could allow ourselves™.

to look more intently inside of ourselves and to reflect upon our.existential
situations; to avoid doing just that may be another reason why we_,.bhotograph
so much. What, for example, might have happened to Meursault and his
questioning s"c'a.nce in Camus'The Stranger if he was carrying.a “smartphone”
(and not a gun)? Or to Holden Caulfield and his growing pains in Salinger’s
Catcher in the Rye? Would they have tried to photograph _a'Way their distress?
Or text the minutiae of their lives? More broadly, is it possible today to have
a deeply introspectii'lg life while feeling pressured to supply one’s Facebook
and Twitter followers with new material?

This explosive use of digijtal media is also indicative of something much
deeper in our culture and in ourselves than the number of photographs or
words produced. The invention of code-based media in the same era that
we re-conceptualized ourselves as code, via' DNA, is certainly no accident.
And, like other media inventiori's,.before, as a civilization we are asking for a
revolution that far transcends any/tspeciﬁg’use of digital media.

evolve into nation-states, and for,-"fhe Protestant Reformation to occur
(no more quill pens and manuscrip’ts inthe hands of a small, secretive elite,
etc.). The importance was not just in what was printed, but in the various
political and social movements that emerged in its wake. The transformations
that followed Gutenberg’s invéntion, includ'irgg a more widespread literacy
and easier access to various.-kinds of knowledge, can be seen as prefiguring
our contemporary social media revolution. '

Digital media take us mUch farther. The architectufe. of digital photography,
for example, represents a conceptual leap transitionirtg from a concentration
on appearance (phenotype) to the underlying code and related processes
(genotype), in which the metadata increasingly vies "vyith the image for
importance (from’ a largely commercial angle, look at Getty Images’ recent
decision to release 35 million photographs for free use, while asserting that
their metadata is more valuable to advertisers). Digital, codelb_ased media is
a key driver',i'h the re-conceptualization of humans and other living things as
expressions of their genes.

~As part,o'.fthis re-conceptualization, seedsand the waysin which they'c,an grow

'aJ'gor'it"hmicaIIy can be viewed as more valuable than their manifestations.

gi_,r-é'f.fe named Marius in a Copenhagen zoo last year because its genes were
thought by authorities to be already well-represented). Or, as artist Brian Eho

suggested twenty-five years ago, referring to his own music as essentially aﬁ._

algorithm.that is capable of forever transforming, even beyond his,-death:”Say
you like Brahms and Brian Eno. You could get the two of them te collaborate
on something, see what happens if you allowed them to hybridize. The
possibilities fbj_r this are fabulous.”

".6f us have already attained in, among things, our

Meekijken is generodgly supported by

INDEPENDENTLY ~ THROUGH  “INFORMATION
OVERLOAD. THE OCTAGON WAS DEVELOPED TO
BRING ORDER TO AND CREATE NEW POSSIBILITIES

", OF INFORMATION ON OFFER. INCLUSIVE‘IN DESIGN,
. THIS RESEARCH TOOL PROVIDES A STRUCTURE, FOR

. EXPLORING MULTIPLE PERSPECTIVES ON THE SAME
*. SUBJECT AND CAN BE USED FOR INVESTIGATIONS
“, OF ANY KIND. IT IS AS SUITABLE FOR ARTISTIC:,

“ AND SOCIAL RESEARCH AS IT IS FOR THOSE -
“LOOKING FOR ‘A PERSONAL GUIDE
. THROUGH UNSTRUCTURED INFORMATION

ED
Photography investigators

.....................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................

Digital media ther‘}"xbring us to &
membership in .a larger coded

universe that manifests itself in a ( O

variety of wayé — biological, social, )
political,  spiritual,  philosophical. ™ ﬁ
We become part of a myriad of ™.
reIationsh'i'ps based upon codes (sexual,
ethical, -quantum, religious, etc.) that are
contemporary and also trans-national and
tran_,si'species, while negotiating a variety of
passages between human and machine. (This
is'where the cyborg comes in, a status that many

marriage to our smartphones.) In this shift, past and

future are allowed to conflate as we simultaneously ™ 74
recognize within our coded selves both our ancestors . - _
-

and our progeny..One day. digital media will be.recognized.... .........................
for helping to bring us to this other place. S

And, conceptually, we can also recognize another, relate.d".shift,

"'-provoked in part by digital media, from a Newtonian to aquantum

worldview. The digital revolution has us moving from the reassuring
continuity of analog media, largely anchored by a cause-and-effect
NeWt_onian universe (aided by the printing press)_,-"to a more volatile
quantum worldview of digital media with its discontinuities and non-
linearities (hypertext), based upon an infrastructure of discrete integers
and pixels that echo the quantum infrastructure powered by discrete,
discontintj’o_us packets of energy. The quar.}t'um emphasis on probabilities,
the ambiguous superpositions of states (light as both wave and particle, for
example, until-it is observed), and the intermingling of distant forces, among
other factors, v(ii!.I find a more welcomipg environment in the digital.

Might we progress.to a quantum government, or a quantum economy —
and if so, what would they be? Coufd voting, as well as releasing the camera’s
shutter, be viewed és_ the qua,r’itum collapse of multiple states? In this
emerging universe will the photograph be able to mutate? Might it combine
with other images and produce offspring? Or with musical algorithms and
our own DNA? Or with distant particles spinning somewhere in the cosmos?

Much of this emerging worldview can be traced to photographs — discrete
rectangles that foreshadowed the discrete digital, fragmenting the universe so
that it became somet.h"ing less continuous, less the result of cause and effect,
and more mysterious. It is not wha't-,js depicted within each photograph that
matters in this transformation, but the ways in which photography functions.
As Susan Sontag.p'ut itin 1977,“The camera makes reality atomic, manageable,
and opaque. It is a view of the World‘.which denies interconnectedness,
continuity, by"t which confers on each moment the character of a mystery.”

So, to retufn once again to the original question posed here, why do we have
so many-photographs? The answer is actually dyite simple: so that our world
can beteinvented. Coded now so as to be able ta link to each other and to alf
other digital media in diverse ways, to respond to'events and to emotions,.to
parallel our DNA, to configure and reconfigure old ahd emerging conceptjéns
Q,f"cime and space, the photograph, which served to Fe_nder our worldview as

_discrete and fragmented, now opens up new portals forre-conceptualization.
-~ And, one might suggest, this digital revolution may have'occurred to-allow us

to re-discover, and re-invent, our universe as more holistié-,._

research tool,” conceived by an ethicist, image editor, and‘,a"r;ist, helps to
determine what of value we have already created, what is eébfuscation, and
what allows us to reflect more clearly.“Octagon” can be viewed as a response

~. to Borges'“Aleph,” the mystical tool that allowed one to-see too much. And
it helps to answer the pivotal question — as we are leaving one conceptual

space, what is it that we want to take with us? What from our past wili'serve
us well? 1 '

Copyright© 2015 Fred Ritc.-hi.n
Dedn, The International Center of Photography, New York,
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. A variety
. of people
with different
The Octagon backgrounds
b lied all bring a unique
can be applhe o perspective. Collective
to any type involvement ensures general

excitement, guarantees sharing
y and extension of the personal
vision, provides open-mindedness and
; objectivity. Particular investigators with
© special expertise can be invited to participate,
but they can also emerge during the process if it
seems relevant to the author of the research.

FIND INVESTIGATORS

of subject or
occurrence. ED***
selected photography
as a case study to
illustrate the medium’s
structure and working
mechanisms. Using the
tool, ED explored new

.............................................................

pho’rogrophy. Elements of the
case study will be used as an
example in this manual. For an
expanded version visit:

octagon.editingstandard.com

Research
The systematic investigation

Problem

that triggers research.

Octagon

e e

[

.......

a5 €ig

Wi

&5, a

of equal vl

h i kit sid I ue dn

Hypothesis

further investigation.

Investigator

are achieved if the group is made
specialities.

Focus

The main subject of an

investigation.

Angle
Unique perspective

as material fo feed the investigation.

into

any subject or occurrence in order
to achieve understanding, gain
knowledge and enrich an experience.

A question raised for inquiry, consideration
or solution. A problem should not be seen as
an obstacle but rather as a subject or occurrence

A tool that can be used to conduct inclusive, structured
research. The name is also a reference to a polygon

d Tength:

The supposition or proposed explanation made on
the basis of limited evidence as a starting point for

A person, group of people or organisation
that performs the research. The best results

up

of at least three people with different

provided by the different
investigators involved
in the resear¢h. Al
angles aré of equal

imporfance, every
opinion counts.
~The more
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THE KNOWLEDGE OBTAINED FROM EXPERIENCE AND COMMON  SENSE.
THE IMAGINATION SHOULD BE GIVEN FREE REIN TO EXPLORE THE LIMITS.
PERSONAL PREFERENCES ARE CONSIDERED, BUT NEVER OVERRULE THE PURPOSE.
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RELATED TO THE TOOL

Octagon explores multiple perspectives to a single occurrence.
Octagon aims to choose the best possibility out of many.

Octagon values practices that contribute to visual heritage

more than those that pollute it.

Octagon stresses the importance of discovering the essence rather
than an average.

Octagon assumes that research can carry personal

ideas and qualities.

ACHIEVEMENTS

Octagon requires all results to fit the investigation criteria.
Octagon embraces the special and unique perspective that every
investigator contributes.

Octagon extends the personal knowledge through the others,

encourages open-mindedness and objectivity.

Structure

A framework that makes it possible to collect,

organise and share knowledge.

Poster can be folded to a three-dimensional octagon figure. For instructions visit editingstandard.com/folding

RELATED TO PHOTOGRAPHY

ED advocates a conscious use of the medium.

ED suggests thinking before taking a picture.

ED encourages deleting photographs.

ED alerts for the capacity of an image to carry knowledge.

ED believes in the power of one image representing many.

ED stimulates critical reflection on an image.

ED discourages the careless use of photography.

ED values timeless qualities in pictures.

ED advises experiencing a moment before capturing it.

ED supports an innovative attitude to and desire for the medium.
ED differentiates between images as a means of communication and a means of
preservation.

ED criticises the consumption of ‘fast food imagery’ and advises visual dieting.



