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Photograph:	The	Construction	of	Vision



Photograph:	The	Construction	of	Vision

Evidence	of	the	Truth

Constructions	of	the	Truth	



…a	photograph	can	be	treated	as	a	
narrowly	selective	transparency…the	
work	that	photographers	do	is	no	
generic	exception	to	the	usually	shady	
commerce	between	art	and	truth…		

Susan	Sontag



Are	Susan	Sontag’s	ideas	from	1977	still	relevant?	
Are	they	correct?

Student	question:	Given	that	the	majority	of	
photographs	are	now	left	in	a	nonphysical	state	
[i.e.	digital],	does	Sontag’s	interpretation	of	
photographs	still	apply	to	this	new	breed?



Top:	Interior	view	of	the	“Little	Galleries”	at	291.	Photo	by	
Gertrude	Käsebier.
Bottom	Left:	Marcel	Duchamp,	Fountain,	1917
Bottom	Right:		Poster	for	Photo	Secession	Organization	1902-
1917

Alfred	Stieglitz	[1864-1946]	by	Gertrude	Käsebier
(1902)	photographer,	promoter	of	modernism	in	US,	
and	impresario



Alfred	Stieglitz,	Self-Portrait	- Cortina,	Italy	1890

Student	question:	How	would	
Sontag	think	about	the	selfie?



Student	writing:

Through	the	more	negative	qualities	of	photography,	
Sontag	argues	that	the	photograph	itself	is	the	height	of	
anthropocentric	narcissism.	With	the	onset	of	human-
induced	rapid	extinction	[Anthropocene/Sixth	Great	
Extinction],	society	has	turned	the	camera	into	a	weapon,	
the	goal	of	the	modern	photographer	becoming	the	
capture	and	immortalization	of	his	or	her	subject,	as	a	big	
game	hunter	might	with	a	trophy	animal.



Alfred	Stieglitz,	The	Steerage,	1907



Man	Ray,	Rayograph,	1922

Student	question:
Do	photographs,	by	
capturing	the	world,	

make	us	more	
human,	or	do	they	

turn	us	into	
consuming	robots?



Walker	Evans,	Bud	Fields	and	His	Family,	Hale	County,	Alabama,	1936



Dorothea	Lange,	Migrant	Mother	of	6,	Age	32,	1936



I	saw	and	approached	the	hungry	and	desperate	
mother,	as	if	drawn	by	a	magnet.	I	do	not	remember	
how	I	explained	my	presence	or	my	camera	to	her,	but	I	
do	remember	she	asked	me	no	questions.	I	made	five	
exposures,	working	closer	and	closer	from	the	same	
direction.	I	did	not	ask	her	name	or	her	history.	She	
told	me	her	age,	that	she	was	thirty-two.	She	said	that	
they	had	been	living	on	frozen	vegetables	from	the	
surrounding	fields,	and	birds	that	the	children	killed.	
She	had	just	sold	the	tires	from	her	car	to	buy	food.	
There	she	sat	in	that	lean-to	tent	with	her	children	
huddled	around	her,	and	seemed	to	know	that	my	
pictures	might	help	her,	and	so	she	helped	me.	There	
was	a	sort	of	equality	about	it.			

-- Dorothea	Lange

Dorothea	Lange,	Migrant	Mother	of	6,	Age	32,	1936



Different	versions	of	Migrant	Mother	(Florence	Owens	
Thompson)	by	Dorothea	Lange



The	immensely	gifted	members	of	the	Farm	
Security	Administration	photographic	project	of	the	
late	1930s	(among	them	Walker	Evans,	Dorothea	
Lange,	Ben	Shahn,	Russell	Lee)	would	take	dozens	
of	frontal	pictures	of	one	of	their	sharecropper	
subjects	until	satisfied	that	they	had	gotten	just	the	
right	look	on	film	– the	precise	expression	on	the	
subject’s	face	that	supported	their	own	notions	
about	poverty,	light,	dignity,	texture,	exploitation	
and	geometry.

Susan	Sontag



Different	versions	of	Migrant	Mother	by	Dorothea	Lange



POSTMODERN	APPROPRIATION

Sherrie	Levine	after	Walker	Evans,	Metro	
Pictures	Gallery,	NY,	1981

Walker	Evans,	Bud	Fields	and	His	Family,	Hale	
County,	Alabama,	1936

Walker	Evans	and	James	Agee,	Let	Us	Now	
Praise	Famous	Men (1941)



Student	question:	Has	photography	done	more	to	
further	our	understanding	of	the	world	around	us,	

or	has	it	skewed	our	perception	of	reality?



Above:	Robert	Frank,	Santa	Fe,	1955
Above	Left:	Les	Américains,	by	Robert	Frank,	published	by	

Robert	Delpire,	Paris,	1958		(1st	Edition)	
Below	Left:	The	Americans	by	Robert	Frank,	published	

Grove	Press,	1959	(1st Edition	IN	ENGLISH)

"Frank	set	out	with	his	
Guggenheim	Grant	to	do	

something	new	and	unconstrained	
by	commercial	diktats"	and	made	
"a	now	classic	photography	book	
in	the	iconoclastic	spirit	of	the	

Beats.”		-- Sean	O’Hagan



Walker	Evans,	Interior	View	of	Robert	
Frank’s	House,	Nova	Scotia,	1969-71 Walker	Evans,	Robert	Frank, Nova	Scotia,	

1969-71



Robert	Frank,	U.S.	285,	New	
Mexico,	1955

Robert	Frank,	Butte,	Montana,	1955
Frank	took	28,000	shots.	Only	83	of	those	were	finally	
selected	by	him	for	publication	in The	Americans.



Above:	Robert	Frank,	Ranch	Market,	Hollywood,	1955-56
Left	Above:	Robert	Frank,	Rodeo	Cowboy,	Madison	Square	
Gardens,	1955-56



Robert	Frank,	Florida, 1958

Parade	- Hoboken,	New	Jersey,	1955

Student/Professor	question:	
Does	photography	

democratize	information	or	
dumb	down	and	homogenize	

information?



Robert	Frank,	Florida, 1958

Parade	- Hoboken,	New	Jersey,	1955

Student	response:	Technological	advances	over	time	took	the	
photograph	from	the	laps	of	the	elite	and	placed	it	in	the	hands	
of	the	everyday	working	class,	quickly	transforming	a	status	

symbol	into	something	ubiquitous.	With	the	advent	of	
photography	came	somewhat	of	an	elevation	of	societies.	

Communities	of	people	once	closed	off	to	the	world	suddenly	
view	other	cultures,	far	off	lands,	and	art	in	the	comfort	of	their	
homes.	One	could	say	photography	served	to	close	the	gap	

between	high	and	low	culture.



What	then	is	the	goal	of	art?	To	democratize	
relations?	To	elevate	the	life	of	mind?	To	bring	

moral	uplift?	Are	democratizing	forces	and	moral	
uplift	mutually	exclusive?



Above:	Robert	Frank,	Contact	Sheet	for	“Elevator	Girl,”	from	The	
Americans,	1955-56

Left:	Robert	Frank,	Elevator	Girl,	1955-56



Robert	Frank,	Trolley,	New	Orleans,	1955,	from	The	Americans



Robert	Frank,	
Charleston	South	
Carolina,	1955-56



Robert	Frank,	New	York	City,	1955



…images	transfix.		Images	anesthetize.

Susan	Sontag



Student	question:

How	can	the	general	populace	be	so	desensitized	due	to	
the	saturation	of	images	of	destruction	and	corruption	in	
the	media,	yet	have	a	simultaneous	addiction	and	
impulsive	reaction	to	mundane	falsified	images	
specifically	on	social	media?

Professor’s	related	question:	

Are	the	mechanisms	of	social	media	only	image-oriented?



William	Eggleston,	Los	Alamos,	1966-74



William	Eggleston,	Los	Alamos,	1966-74

Student	question:

Why	do	we	feel	
the	need	to	hide	
behind	cameras?



William	Eggleston,	Los	Alamos,	1966-74

Student	writing:

Humans	have	an	
instinctive	need	to	
shield	themselves	
from	unpleasant	
thoughts	(which	
images	can	bring	
aplenty),	and	as	
such	tend	to	avoid	

visualizing	
tragedies	and	
cruelties	if	they	
can	avoid	them.



William	Eggleston,	Red	Ceiling,	Greenwood,	Mississippi,	1973		
SATURATED	COLOR



Student	question:

Why	are	still	images	[sometimes]	more	powerful	
than	a	video?



Dye	transfer	dyes	are	much	closer	to	'ideal'	
than	other	photographic	dyes.	The	colors	
are	purer.	

Dye	transfer	printing	resembles	the	
mechanical	printing	process	that	
magazines	use	to	make	color	pictures.	A	
color	printing	press	uses	four	separate	
printing	plates,	one	each	for	the	three	
primaries	(magenta,	yellow,	cyan)	and	one	
for	black.	Each	plate	is	engraved	with	a	
halftone	image	for	one	of	the	colors,	which	
is	coated	with	a	thin	layer	of	oil-based	ink.	
The	four	plates	then	transfer	their	ink	to	
the	surface	of	a	sheet	of	blank	white	paper	
to	make	the	color	pictures.	The	final	
picture	is	not	'created'	chemically	in	the	
paper;	it	is	assembled	on	its	surface	from	
four	separate	screened	color	images.	
Dye	transfer	uses	three	continuous-tone	
sheet	film	plates	called	matrices.	The	
matrices	are	soaked	in	water-based	cyan,	
magenta	and	yellow	dyes.	The	matrices	are	
rinsed	clean	of	excess	dye	and	squeegeed	
against	a	sheet	of	gelatin-coated	paper,	
much	like	regular	photographic	paper	but	
without	the	silver	compounds.	The	gelatin	
absorbs	the	dye	from	the	matrix.	The	
result	is	a	continuous-tone	dye	image	on	
paper.	
http://ctein.com/dyetrans.htm

William	Eggleston,	Untitled	(Lights),	c.	1971



Jeff	Wall,	Landscape	Manual,	1969

Photoconceptualism



Marcel	Duchamp,	Fountain,	1917

Bruce	Nauman,	Self	Portrait	as	a	
Fountain,	1966-70



Jeff	Wall,	The	Storyteller,	1986
Jeff	Wall,	Tattoos	and	Shadows,	2000



Jeff	Wall,	The	Storyteller,	1986

Jeff	Wall,	Tattoos	and	Shadows,	2000

Manet,	Le	Déjeuner sur	l’herbe/Luncheon	on	the	Grass,	1863



Jeff	Wall,	Landscape	Manual,	1969







John	Baldessari,	National	City	Series,	1966-68



Robert	Frank,		U.S.	285,	New	Mexico	1956 John	Baldessari,	Econ-O-Wash,	14th	and	
Highland,	National	City	Calif,	1964-66



Martha	Rosler,	Rights	of	Passage,	1995-97



Martha	Rosler,	Cleaning	the	Drapes, from	the	series	House	Beautiful:	Bringing	the	
War	Home,	1967–72,	Cut-and-pasted	printed	paper	on	board.



An	event	known	through	photographs	certainly	becomes	more	real	
than	it	would	have	been	if	one	had	never	seen	the	photographs	– think	
of	the	Vietnam	War.	But	after	repeated	exposure	to	images	it	also	
becomes	less	real.

-- Susan	Sontag	



Martha,	Rosler,	Bringing	the	War	Home:	
House	Beautiful,	1970-71

Student	question:

Susan	Sontag	employs	a	deeply	
cynical	view	about	the	effect	of	

photography’s	increasing	popularity.	
Are	most	of	the	negatives	of	

photography	a	result	of	its	novelty,	
and	the	general	public’s	lack	of	

understanding	of	the	dangers	of	an	
“image-obsessed”	society?	If	so,	will	
the	determents	Sontag	described	
eventually	be	remedied	as	humans	

become	more	familiar	with	
photography	as	a	medium?



Martha	Rosler,	Rights	of	Passage,	1995-97


