VI.     Electronic Auras & the Aesthetics of Mutable Form

        Walter Benjamin's comments on the aura have become central to our

understandings of modern and post-modern image environments. Benjamin

observed the transformation of culture under the pressure of mechanical

technologies of reproduction, examining the impact of reproductive

techniques like printing, woodcuts, lithography, and especially the

mechanical arts of photography and film on the reception and appreciation

of art. Prior to the advent of these technologies, there was a singular

importance to an artwork's "presence in time and space, its unique

existence at the place where it happened to be."  This anchoring in place

and in moment is a prerequisite of its "authenticity" which in turn adds to

the "aura" of the work of art --its specialness, its roots in myth and

ritual, its fetish characteristic. "That which withers in the age of

mechanical reproduction is the aura of the work of art."

        In "The Photographic Activity of Postmodernism," Douglas Crimp

takes a fresh look at what had happened to the concept of the aura by the

1980s -- which not coincidentally saw the wide deployment of electronic

imaging technologies. In the photographic work of postmodern

appropriationists Richard Prince, Cindy Sherman, and Sherrie Levine, Crimp

finds an acquired aura, lifted from the "original" work from which the

artists appropriate. This acquired aura is now a "function not of presence

but of absence, severed from an originator, from authenticity. In our time

the aura has become only a presence, which is to say a ghost." [24] The

aura as ghost, though not generated by a consideration of digital

photography, is nonetheless a stimulating notion. Crimp's emphasis on

absence and severing from the origin is appropriate to a theorization of

the rupture between the photographic and the post-photographic eras.

        There has long  been a bifurcation in photography -- between the

photograph as documentary evidence, and the photograph as "art" object.

This opposition between realistic/documentary/journalistic photography and

art photography is one that has generated some of the most impassioned

critical writings on the medium. As we enter the digital era, the age of

the dubitative, this bifurcation will no longer function, for all digital

photographs -- no matter what their makers' intents -- are analogous to the

art photograph.

        Classical photographic practice relies upon mechanical and chemical

means, relatively unaided by human intervention, to re-present the outside

world. It is thus an ideally suitable medium for an "objective"

presentation of that exterior world. What of those who would employ

photography to render inner states, to concentrate on those qualities that

Abigail Solomon-Godeau describes as "the issues and intentions...associated

with the aestheticizing use of forms of the medium: the primacy of formal

organization of and values, the autonomy of the photographic image, [and]

the subjectivization of vision." [25] "Fine art photography" has always

been less reliant on truth value than documentary and news photography.

Much of art photography has been happy to mime the developments of other

art forms -- looking to painting as an exemplar of the "serious" art. The

tableaux vivantes and still lives, the concentration on formal questions of

light and shadow, the quest for the limits of photographic practice -- all

these are the hallmarks of the modern work, no matter what the medium.

        In another essay, Solomon-Godeau points out that regarding art

photography as "the expression of the photographer's interior, rather than

or in addition to the world's exterior, has been almost from the medium's

inception the doxa of art photography and a staple of photographic

criticism since the mid-nineteenth century." [26] This is the obverse of

the truth value question, it is that of the aesthetics of form. Yet, as we

move into the digital, the aesthetics of form become more and more involved

in the aesthetics of mutable form.

VI.     Art Post-History:  A Theory of Electronic Media

        Ridley Scott's Blade Runner (1982) has as one of its undercurrents

an interrogation of the relationship between photography, memory, and

truth. [27] This science fiction film concerns Rick Deckard (Harrison

=46ord), a bounty hunter who tracks down androids who have escaped from

slavery in off-world colonies. These androids, called replicants and sold

with the tag line, "more human than human," are extremely difficult to

detect, and the possibilitity of "retiring" a human by mistake makes

Deckard's job even more distasteful. As the narrative develops, Deckard

encounters Rachel (Sean Young), a replicant who has been so fully implanted

with false memories that she thinks she is human. When he confronts her

with this news, she insists that this could not possibly be true, because

not only does she remember growing up, she has photographs to prove it, and

tries to show him a print of herself as a child in her mother's arms.

Deckard refuses to even look at it, and badgers her into accepting her

status as a replicant by forcing her to acknowledge that he knows things

about her innermost, and unvoiced thoughts -- things about her past that he

could only know if he were provided access to the memory files with which

she was programmed. She then drops the photograph and flees the apartment.

Deckard picks up the photograph, and the image fills the entire frame --the

photo becomes the totality of the film image. At this point the

extraordinary occurs: the "still" image of the photograph begins to move --

a ray of light wavers, as if obscured by a cloud, and the girl and her

mother seem to shift just slightly. [28] This short flickering can be taken

as a sign of a new era of the image -- the mutable aesthetic of the

electronic era made visible.

        Only a mutable aesthetic can accommodate contemporary phenomena

like "second-generation originals" -- modified digital image hybrids from

several sources. Electronic imaging technologies have problematized the

whole concept of an indexical relationship between the world and the

photograph, upon which the disciplines of both art history and semiotics

depend. A mutable aesthetic confronts the fact that as imaging

technologies change, so must our analyses of the art object evolve. As we

enter an era of digital photography on demand, image re-production via

electronic spigot, we are challenged to create a context that does not

completely devalue other forms of production and presentation. In essence,

it forces us to re-invent art history, which was born with the advent of

photography. Of what will the new art history, perhaps better formulated as

a hybrid theory of both new and old media, consist? [29]

        Finally, we must question how great a revolution these new media

will bring on. As Jonathan Crary points out in Techniques of the Observer:

"Photographs may have some apparent similarities with older types of

images, such as perspective painting or drawings made with the aid of the

camera obscura; but the vast systemic rupture of which photography is a

part renders such similarities insignificant. Photography is an element of

a new and homogeneous terrain of consumption and circulation in which an

observer becomes lodged. To understand the 'photography effect' in the

nineteenth century, one must see it as a crucial component of the a new

cultural economy of value and exchange, not as part of a continuous history

of visual representations." [30]  We know we are involved in a similar era

of change with regards to our techniques of image production; we must now

determine whether we are in the formative stages of a similar

transformation of our techniques of observation.

The man beholdeth himself in the glass and goeth his way, and straightway

both the mirror and the mirrored forget what manner of man he was.

                                                                Oliver

Wendell Holmes [31]
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