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Unphotographable

Sarah Sweeney

Skidmore College

When I was fourteen I fell in love with photography. When I was eighteen I fell out of
love with photography. I found that when my father died, photography could not capture and
preserve all of my experiences—it could not show me the loss I felt. In my work I move
between my original reverence and my later disillusionment as a way to study and map our
relationship to this medium. My work does not take a side or make value judgments about
photography—each photographic series is as conflicted as I am about the role photography
plays in our lives. I have developed three processes that have become part of my practice
studying and creating photographs: I collect, question, and reimagine photography.

Collect

I study a specific subset of photography, often denoted by categories like amateur,
vernacular, or snapshot photography. These terms try to categorize these images in dialectics
organized around implicit judgments: high/low, expert/amateur, ordinary/extraordinary. I do
not believe that these dialectics are helpful—instead I prefer methods of identification based on
two qualities: 1) the relationships of the subject and photographer and 2) the motivation for

creating the photograph. In the photographs I work with, the relationship of the photographer
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and subject is one of self. The photographer is photographing their own world, through their
own camera. Even when the subject is not themselves they can be described as part of the
photographer’s universe: my mother, my sister, my vacation, my walk, my waiter. In the
photographs I work with, there are two primary reasons for their creation: preservation or
circulation. These photographs are taken to preserve moments from the photographer’s lives in
a form that is more stable and enduring than biological memories. These photographs are also
taken to share with the photographer’s community through photo albums, slide shows, camera
rolls, or Instagram. Instead of using the common terms for this group of photographs, I think of
them as auto-memorial-social photographs. Redefining photographs this way allows me to
approach photography more broadly as a social, cultural, and psychological medium,
interrogating how it functions in our lives outside of questions of expertise and artistry.

I chose to study auto-memorial-social photographs because of how central these images
are to our lives. When I was young, I remember seeing a news story about a family who had to
leave their house because of a fire and the mother talked about how the only thing she took
with her was her box of photographs. In my collecting and studying of these photographs, it
has become clear how deeply we invest them with meaning as memory objects, as sites where
the ritual processes of preservation and circulation take place.

I started to study and collect photography using my own boxes of photographs. Then as
a way to broaden my archive, I began buying boxes of Kodachrome slides on ebay. Recently I
have been downloading Creative Commons licensed photographs from flickr photostreams. In
all of these collections I find the same types of images: photographs of babies, holidays,

birthdays and vacations, each photograph simultaneously an archetype and a unique record.
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Question

My work is shaped by the questions I have found in this archive. In each question there
is a curiosity about something that I have seen—an overlapping hand on a shoulder, a frozen
leg—or something that I can’t see—my father’s absence, an imagined cloud. Each question I
pose to this archive is part critique and part challenge. Why is photography like this? What
would happen if it were different?
This is a partial list of the questions I have asked:
Can you see loss?
What do vulnerability, anxiety and desire look like?
Can I see myself as a mother before I become one in real life?
How do we use photographs to remember, and what happens if we choose to forget?
How does our imagination shape our memories?
Can we see stillness?
When we pose with our friends and family in photographs what parts of ourselves are erased?
What does a canceled person look like?
Is there a way to make a portrait of someone who is missing?
Can we see what could have been?
What would an overgrown photograph look like?
Reimagine

I respond to these questions by creating photographic series. In each series I begin with
photographs I have collected that I import into the digital space where I can alter them. In the
computer, I build new backgrounds, extend limbs, create masks, and produce new photodigital

hybrids. Each response is a genuine attempt to see something new that I can study and learn
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from. For example, in my series Reimaging Erica, 1 deleted, or digitally covered, the bodies of
one woman’s friends and family to see if you could see the parts of her body that they erased.
In the resulting photodigital series, you can study the size and shape of the holes in Erica’s
body over eight years as she changes from single woman to wife to mother. While this series
gives us a new way to see a woman’s body, it also makes us uncomfortable. It calls into
question the practice of collaboration codified by Creative Commons and our complicit
presence and active participation in the public spaces of the internet. It creates as many

questions about auto-memorial-social photography as it answers.

Fig. 1. Reimaging 025 (March 14, 2011) - by Michael Bentley / CC BY 2.0

I show these photodigital series in galleries and museums as well as auto-memorial-
social photographic spaces. I circulated the series my father died four years ago as a photo
album, The Forgetting Machine as an iPhone app, and the series Reimaging Erica as a year-

long Instagram feed. I have always felt it was important for these images to return to the spaces
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that they came from. In these spaces, they are reminders of both the possibilities and the

limitations of photography.

Fig. 3. Reimaging 003 (March 14, 2011) - by Michael Bentley / CC BY 2.0

Fig. 2. Andrew and Erica on the Dance Floor (February 3, 2013).
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Media in the Age of Apophenia:
Why the Study of Media Art
and Theory is more Important
Today than Ever

Bernadette Wegenstein

The Johns Hopkins University

If there is something we cannot and shouldn’t escape, it’s our relationship to our own
bodies, for it is more real than any other relationship we might come across in our lives, simply
because anything we experience will always come back as as sign, code, stimulus, or feeling to
our own bodies. Throughout our lives, our bodies adopt a myriad of instantiations of in-
betweenness to express our shifting identities, from young to old, from man to woman, from
invisible to visible, and so on. While this might sound like an advertisement for a new hair-
coloring shampoo for one’s greying hair, it really isn’t just a celebration of the transformability
of our shape-shifting-bodies, although it is also that. More importantly, I celebrate it as a
signpost for the body as the first “other” we as humans have had to come to terms with—or to
say it in German, to “aus-einander-setzen,” which means to “cope with” while also to “place
outside of ourselves.”

And for most of us who aren’t “normalized” and whose bodies will therefore remain

“marked” as “outsiders,” this is a life-long learning experience.
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Ours is an age of “apophenia,” where identity is visible, accessible, quantified, and
datafied (Steyerl in Apprich, et al. 13). It is an age when living the self on the internet has
become an increasingly dysphoric era of bodily self-expression—from Jennicam making us a
take part in deadly long hours in her bathroom routine, to being frantically deluded into a
“trick mirror” (Tolentino 7)—from which bodily action is no longer required from us other
than as consumption, active or passive, by pressing a few buttons or engaging with a cyber-
avatar who listens to us on our own in-built jennicams. In this day and age, media are no
longer the ominous and celebrated “extensions” of our bodies, but are rather an extension for
those who want to track us down, and turn our data-flesh into ruthless information for selling a
form of “automated aesthetics” (Manovich 1) that benefits in some shape or form someone’s
capital gain—mostly if not exclusively Jeff Bezos’s.

But where is the “advantage” in all this in an age of cyber-capitalism? And what does
media art and theory bring to the table now that is worth pursuing?

Being embodied and “other” to ourselves can be an advantage when it comes to turning
this experience into media language, or any form of mediatization, because as human beings
we share the above-described experience of having been “other” and put “outside” of
“ourselves” (aus-einander-gesetzt). Hence, the more we intensify our engagement, from
117.2/96.5 inch screens to the latest Quibi content made for portable devices, what comes back
on all these devices is a reflection of us and our othered selves. This is the nature of the gaze. It
is circular (Silverman).

Take the female body: since long before the modern age female subjectivity has been
conceptualized as difference, then othering, then resistance to “all adequate definition”

(Irigaray). If there is something positive about this or any other struggle of a body that is up
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against the cruelty of the conflict between brown vs. white, female vs. male, gay vs. straight
etc. bodies, with #metoo we have now entered an age of outing, making visible, and no longer
camouflaging that very difference and that power struggle entirely. Rather, we have entered
into an era where “difference” is a hot topic and a highly sellable commodity. This is not yet
the age of healing the scars of rape, enslavement, or any other form of even more benign
subjugation, to be sure, and it could be said that there is more harm done than not by exposing
the trauma of people’s vulnerabilities; this is an age, however, that puts the “exploding kitten”
card openly on the table with no “diffuse card” to defend it.” To move one metaphor further
from a popular card game to a popular body game: we have adopted a beautifully advanced
“mental yoga pose,” if not one of the final poses before nirvana, to wrap our heads around the
meaning and the place of difference in feminist philosophy and more recently in trans, queer,
and queer of color studies, where for instance the wonderful work of José Mufioz has identified
“queer hybridity” or “terrorist drag” as a political form of disidentification and hence a practice
of freedom.

This freedom does not come for free though, as no freedom ever has. It is said that there
are three ways to react to terror: fight, flight, and freeze. In this age of digital persecution and
cyber-terrorism, the body is undergoing all of these reactions, and the media culture is bringing
it all home to us. The “other body” is on the run yet again, evading a “pattern,” creating a new
kind of freedom by resisting a form of clear identification, as Irigaray or Mufioz have

suggested.

7 According to the rules of the Exploding Kitten card game, once the exploding kitten card is on the table the player
loses unless they have a “defuse” card.
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There are many examples from current media art work produced in the U.S. and beyond
to bring to the table to show some of this new work of pattern-evasive media art work. The
artist Kandis Williams, for instance, grounds her artistic practice by troubling the identity slots
into which the broader culture tries to fit her. Williams evades a clear interpretation of shapes,
forms, or racial identifications in her composite-paintings. Nothing is clearly in the foreground
or background but every shape is a reflection in the reflection. By taking out the color, nothing
is a oneness or one place, one identity, one color.

The circular nature of the gaze has not changed for any media age, whether it be the
invention of the Gutenberg press, the world wide web, or the age of e-trolls and memes.
Today’s media culture, precisely because it is a capitalist battlefield, requires us artists,
intellectuals, and media producers to reconnect with the screen by way of feeling-seeing,
participation, empathy, and point of view. | have written elsewhere that a “feminist
filmmaking” practice is one that takes the circularity of the gaze fully into account. We don’t
only see from one point, but from all around us, we can see through our bodies, and reveal
what’s behind them, just as in Kandis Williams’s Shallow pool of Bacchanal Freedom. The
upside to this age of “apophenia,” is hopefully not its “cruel optimism” (Berlant), but to find

othered ourselves and our altered identities in the alternate media we create.
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Fig. 1. Kandis Williams, Shallow pool of Bacchanal Freedom (2018).
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Art vs Tech:

Subversive Relations

Ewa Wéjtowicz

University of Arts in Poznan

Should both art and technology always be progressive and contribute to mainstream
technoculture? How about a subversive and tactical usage of technology that art makes
possible? These are the key questions of this essay, but first, let me begin with a disclaimer.
Using “versus” in the title is not about creating a binary opposition, but rather an excuse to
think about common fields and the creative potential that results from the relation between art
and technology. It is so because of a paradox: the more we try to convince ourselves about the
unity of art and technology, the more we enhance the dualism and keep the “versus” aspect
alive. Even if technology is becoming second nature, there are so many notions regarding
similar issues in art that rely on it: post-media art, post-Internet art, speculative design,
sousveillance art, generative art, glitch art, or critical engineering. It is not possible to discuss
all of these here, but what they do have in common is the relation between art and various
technologies. Art & Tech then? But there is a catch there too.

As Olia Lialina recently noticed, the figure of speech “Art & Tech” is becoming
obsolete, because the “[...] constant repetition of the world ‘technology’ instead of

‘computers’ sedates us and makes us forget that the system we hold in our hands is a
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programmable one” (137). By becoming actively involved in re-programming and tinkering,
artists are able to avoid being just consumers and also go beyond being prosumers.

Polish researcher Marcin Sktadanek, writing on generative art, claims that the most
interesting contemporary projects take place in a so-called “grey zone” between art and design
(232). The value of art and design in relation to technology is not about inventing new gadgets
that maintain consumption. According to many artists, tech-related art is not about supporting
technology in a straightforward way, but about subverting it in order to provoke critical
questions or even hacking.

A series of questions might help in identifying the problem and finding a solution,
maybe by using the “wisdom of crowds” (Surowiecki). Sometimes the belief that such a
wisdom is genuine may be slightly subverted, like in the project The Ethical Things by Simone
Rebaudengo, who comments on the Internet of Things and collective human intelligence. The
project is described as: “an exploration of the implications of the huge amount of data available
and mundane objects that might become ‘smarter’. It's a system that uses collaboration
between a fan and crowdsourced ethical reasoning to help the object overcome complex daily
dilemmas” (Rebaudengo).

The first sentence sounds serious, but the second one is rather ironic, as is much of the
project. This is the idea of speculative design, a genre that dares to ask critical questions by
producing seemingly useless objects. One of the leading collectives within this field, that deals
with this notion of speculative design, is London-based Superflux. As Anab Jain, one of its
members, explains, they are “bringing aspects of the imagined future to life” (Jain) just to test

them and generate questions, for example about the aspect of surveillance in our daily life. So
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this future may be utopian as well as dystopic. That is why we are talking about sousveillance
art here, as it stands against surveillance by revealing the way it is conducted.

Speculative designers think of technology in a subversive and often witty way. But they
are often concerned with serious issues about privacy, data security, and even human rights.
An example is the Berlin-based Critical Engineering Working Group. As they explain in their
manifesto, “The Critical Engineer observes the space between the production and consumption
of technology” (Oliver et al.). I suppose this space is a gap that an artist should always mind. A
good example is the project Harvest (2017) by one of the collective’s members, Julian Oliver.
The short description of the project is as follows: “Wind energy used to mine cryptocurrency to
fund climate research” (Oliver et al.).

However, the artistic usage of technology does not always have to be that advanced.
Sometimes asking relatively simple questions may lead to unexpected but important results or
even increased awareness of some important matters, as in the case of The Tactical Tech
collective. According to their name, in which “tactical” (Michel de Certeau’s term) means
being actively but elastically involved in operations against dominating systems, they make
difficult issues easier just by explaining their mechanisms or providing know-how to those in
need through workshops and tutorials.

Another thing is not only bringing technology to the people, but also bringing together
people from the fields of art and technology. A positive example is a project Seven on Seven by
Rhizome, affiliated with New York’s New Museum. For more than ten years they have
organized a series of collaborative events which bring together seven media artists and seven
people from business, IT, or science fields. As a result, they are supposed to develop and

present a project together, contributing to the field of “artistic research”.
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Why should an artist actually collaborate with a web developer, an engineer, or an IT
start-up entrepreneur? Isn’t this the “Art & Tech” cliché all over again? Well, as Marcin
Sktadanek reminds us, “art helps us to adapt to upcoming transformations that might arrive
unexpectedly” (17), because it enables to reveal the hidden curriculum of technoculture and
allows us recognize critically the things that we might otherwise blindly accept.

Just to summarize, is this short essay supposed to argue that art — understood as
creating useless objects, or creating for the purpose of aesthetic values only — should act
against technology (understood, on the other hand, as creating useful objects that have a
purpose)? Not at all. Art often happens to be against tech but only when tech is understood as
gadgets. But technology is more than that. Interesting things start to happen when art relies on
technology, and this may help provoke critical questions and raise awareness about serious
contemporary issues. Art speaks the language of paradoxes much better because it is art’s

native language.
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Loughborough University, UK, and Assistant Editor of Media, Culture & Society. His
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research is situated at the intersection between media history, digital media and media
theory. He is the author of two monographs, Supernatural Entertainments: Victorian
Spiritualism and the Rise of Modern Media Culture (Pennsylvania State University Press,
2016) and Deceitful Media: Artificial Intelligence and Social Life after the Turing Test (Oxford
University Press, forthcoming), and co-editor with Nicoletta Leonardi of Photography and
Other Media in the Nineteenth Century (Pennsylvania State University Press, 2018) and with
Diana Pasulka of Believing in Bits: Digital Media and the Supernatural (Oxford University
Press, 2019). He completed his PhD at the University of Turin, Italy in 2011 and has
taught and researched in international institutions including Concordia University in
Canada, Columbia University in the United States, Humboldt University Berlin and the

University of Cologne in Germany.

Katharina Niemeyer is a media theorist and professor at the University of Québec in
Montréal, Canada (Faculty of communication, The Media School). She holds a PhD from
the University of Geneva, a MA from the Bauhaus Universitat Weimar and is co-founder
of Rabbitresearch, an in-disciplined art group. Trained in media philosophy, media
semiotics and media archaeology, her research addresses diverse topics that engage with a
critical understanding of media (theory) and their relations to memory, historiography and
nostalgia. Niemeyer’s (co-authored) work has mostly been published in French, but also in
English, German and Portuguese and can be found in journals such as the European Journal
of Media Studies, New Media and Society, Communication et Langages, Le Temps des Médias or
Réseaux. After having edited Media and Nostalgia: Yearning for the Past, Present and Future
(Palgrave Macmillan, 2014), she co-founded the International Media and Nostalgia
Network. She is currently working on two different research projects: the first deals with
nostalgic online communities and ‘digital’ nostalgia, the second with the historical

mediatization of terrorism in Canadian news media (1844-2001). https://kniemeyer.net.

Jussi Parikka is Professor in Technological Culture and Aesthetics at Winchester
School of Art (University of Southampton) and Visiting Professor at FAMU at Academy of

Performing Arts, Prague where he leads the Czech Science Foundation funded project
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Operational Images (2019-2023). In 2019-2020 he holds the visiting professorial Chair in
Media Archaeology at University of Udine, ltaly. Parikka is the author of several books
including Insect Media (University of Minnesota Press, 2010), What is Media Archaeology?
(Polity, 2012), A Geology of Media (University of Minnesota Press, 2015), and Digital
Contagions (Peter Lang, 2016, 2" edition) as well as co-editor of several collections such
as Writing and Unwriting (Media) Art History: Erkki Kurenniemi in 2048 (MIT Press, 2015) and
Photography off the Scale (Edinburgh University Press, forthcoming in 2020). His co-
authored book (with Lori Emerson and Darren Wershler) The Lab Book: Situated Practices

in Media Studies is forthcoming. http://jussiparikka.net.

David Parisi (PhD, New York University) is an Associate Professor of Emerging Media
in the Department of Communication at the College of Charleston. His book Archaeologies
of Touch: Interfacing with Haptics from Electricity to Computing (University of Minnesota
Press, 2018) investigates the past, present and possible futures of technologized touch,
weaving together accounts of tactility from psychophysics, cybernetics, electrotherapy,
virtual reality, cybersex, and mobile communication to provide a comprehensive overview
of the ways that touch has been radically transformed by its encounters with technology
and science. Archaeologies of Touch was recently named as a finalist for book awards from
the Society of Science, Literature, and the Arts (SLSA) and Association for Study of the
Arts of the Present (ASAP). Parisi coedited the New Media & Society special issue on
Haptic Media Studies, and his research on touch has been featured in venues such as
ROMchip: A Journal of Game Histories, Convergence, Game Studies, Senses & Society, Vice, Logic
Magazine, Immerse, Maske und Kothurn, and the podcasts Stroke of Genius, All in the Brain,

and INT: A Podcast on the Tactile Internet.

Alex Reid is an Associate Professor of English at the University at Buffalo where he
studies digital rhetoric. He is the author of The Two Virtuals: New Media and Composition
and the co-editor of Design Discourse: Composing and Revising Professional Writing Programs.
He is currently at work on a monograph titled The Digital Nonhumanities: a New Materialist

Digital Rhetoric. His works appear in Enculturation, Computers and Composition, Karios, and
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other journals and essay collections, and he blogs at Digital Digs (profalexreid.com).

Reid’s scholarly interests lie at the intersection of rhetoric, composing, new materialism,
posthumanism, and media study. The enduring question driving his research is how higher
education might better prepare students as agents within democratic societies by
expanding the rhetorical capacities available to them within digital media ecologies. With
this in mind, he has spent much of his career working as a writing program administrator

striving to move general education curriculum toward meeting this responsibility.

Mark Shepard is an artist, architect and researcher whose work addresses
contemporary entanglements of code, people, space and data. His work has been
exhibited at museums, galleries and festivals internationally, including the Venice
International Architecture Biennial; the Prix Ars Electronica; Transmediale; the
International Architecture Biennial Rotterdam (IABR); The Dutch Electronic Arts Festival
(DEAF); FILE, Sao Paulo, Brazil; Haus fiur elektronische Kiinst, Basel; FACT Liverpool, UK;
and the Medialab Prado in Madrid. His work has been supported by Creative Capital, the
European Union Culture Programme 2007-2013, the New York State Council on the Arts,
the Architectural League of New York, and Eyebeam Art + Technology Center, among
others. He is an editor of the Situated Technologies Pamphlets Series and editor of Sentient
City: Ubiquitous Computing, Architecture and the Future of Urban Space, published by MIT
Press and the Architectural League of New York. Mark is an Associate Professor of
Architecture and Media Study at the University at Buffalo, The State University of New
York, where he directs the Media Arts and Architecture Program (MAAP) and co-directs

the Center for Architecture and Situated Technologies (CAST). www.andinc.org

Sarah Sweeney is an Associate Professor of Art at Skidmore College, NY. Her digital
and interactive work interrogates the relationship between photographic memory objects
and physical memories, and is informed by both the study of memory science and the
history of documentary technologies. In her work, she explores the space between
information that is stored corporeally in our memory and the information that is captured

and stored in memory objects created by documentary technologies including camera
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phones, stereoscopic cameras, and home video cameras-each project makes tangible the
deletions and accretions produced through our interactions with these technologies. She
is the creator of The Forgetting Machine, an iPhone app commissioned by the new media
organization Rhizome, that systematically destroys digital photographs each time they are
viewed or refreshed to simulate the theory of reconsolidation proposed by scientists
studying memory. Her work has appeared nationally and internationally in exhibitions at
locations including the Orange County Center for Contemporary Art, the Los Angeles
Center for Digital Art, the New Jersey State Museum, the Black and White Gallery, and

the UCR/California Photography Museum. Website: sarahelizabethsweeney.com

Bernadette Wegenstein is an Austrian-born linguist, media theorist and
documentary filmmaker living in the United States since 1999. Her work brings together
her feminist thought and her interest in human-centric storytelling. She received her PhD
in Romance Languages and Linguistics from Vienna University, and studied semiotics with
Umberto Eco at the Universita degli Studi di Bologna, anthropology at the Ecole des
Hautes Etudes en Sciences Sociales in Paris, and comparative literature and film at
Stanford University. Bernadette is currently a professor of media studies at Johns Hopkins
University, and the author of the several influential books in the field of media studies
with MIT Press, including Getting Under the Skin: Body and Media Theory, The Cosmetic Gaze:
Body Modification and the Construction of Beauty, and Reality Made Over: The Culture of Reality
Television Makeover Shows. She is currently writing a monograph about the filmmaker Jane
Campion (Bloomsbury 2021), as well as editing the anthology Radical Equality and Global
Feminist Filmmaking (Vernon Press 2021). Her documentaries include Made Over in America
(Icarusfilms, 2007) about the extreme makeover show The Swan; See You Soon Again (The
Cinema Guild, 2012), a portrayal of Viennese Holocaust survivor Leo Bretholz and his life
work to pass on his story of survival to Baltimore youth; The Good Breast (Icarusfilms,
2016), a character-driven Cinéma Vérité portrayal of breast cancer culture in the U.S. Her
current documentaries are Devoti tutti (in post-production), a feminist interpretation and
retelling of the martyrdom of Saint Agatha in Catania, Sicily; and We Conduct (in

production) about the life story of U.S. Maestra Marin Alsop as the first woman to break
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the glass ceiling of the male history of classical musical orchestra conducting.

Ewa Wojtowicz, PhD (dr hab.) is media arts researcher and art critic with a
background in fine arts. An academic for almost 20 years, now appointed as Associate
Professor on the Faculty of Art Education and Curating at the University of Arts in
Poznan, Poland. Author of monographs: Art in Post-media Culture (2016) and Net Art (2008),
over 25 book chapters and more than 50 articles contributed to Polish and European
journals as well as numerous reviews of exhibitions and books. Woéjtowicz publishes in
Polish and English and her publications have been translated to Chinese, German, Korean,
Romanian, Spanish and Ukrainian. Member of Polish Aesthetics Society, The Polish Society
of Cultural Studies, Polish Society for Film and Media Studies, and the Polish section of
AICA. Ewa Wojtowicz is also the deputy editor-in-chief of “Zeszyty Artystyczne” (“Art
Notebooks”), scholarly journal published by the Faculty of Art Education and Curating at
the University of Arts in Poznan, Poland. Her research interests include: Internet art,
digital culture, post-media art, curating new media and infrastructural geographies of new

media. Website: ewawojtowicz.wordpress.com.





