
the new medium was that these photos did not necessarily resemble what was com-

image-making device did not seem to have any idea of artistic discipline, let alone 
artistic decisions. On the contrary, it appeared to divert creative intentions and steal 
visual concepts. For example, when one of these photographers aimed his camera 
at a cathedral, he did not only capture the sight itself but also a plethora of details 
in need of explanation and additional information interfering with the main focus.

A Photo is a Photo is a Photo

The camera did not select or edit but rather, as William Henry Fox Talbot de-
plored, delineated a chimney-pot with the same impartiality as the Apollo of Bel-
vedere. The new device was reluctant to compose and unable to call to order the 
collected visual elements in good Western tradition, i.e., to join them together 

status was more that of circumstantial evidence. The viewer, spoiled by nicely re-
solved visual solutions, could but struggle to decipher the puzzling record. William 

 

-
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When a painter positions a solitary carriage on a street corner, it is either a sig-
-

be a few chimneys too many. Carriage tracks on roads are featured in paintings 
with intent and are not merely due to a watering machine forced by a building 
site to cross over to the other side of the road. The camera, however, registers 
without consideration for culturally conveyed criteria such as composition or 

-
turbed by any selection criteria derived from a long-standing visual tradition.

As we know, however, photographers very soon learned to live with the con-
ditions of the camera and to bring them under control. Looking through the 

began to focus on details of nature in which they saw its beautiful orders pre-
-

nipulating their products. The semi-conscious automatism of the camera would 
be parried by a conscious claim to authorship. The aim of the project was to har-
ness the camera with its susceptibility to aesthetic parapraxes for the purpose of 
conscious image production and, particularly in the subsequent period of Pic-
torialism, to reconcile photographic records with traditional pictorial codes.

-
velopment – of a medium, the protagonists of the photographic fraternity naturally 
enough let themselves in for a process of winning and losing, as with all comparable 

-

nature of the camera that assimilates details of reality in a fascinatingly unexpected 
manner. By eliminating the indigestible part of this photographic digestion process, 

-
phers at the turn of the century towards the technical, chemical nature of their equip-

The following text focuses on an attempt undertaken by the Scottish photog-
rapher James Craig Annan to consciously – that is to say, by no means naive-
ly – depict once more that which tends to disrupt and destroy beautiful images.

 

The Enacted Disruption of the Image
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magical strangeness. As the caption suggests, the photograph is about the castle 

picture at the last moment. Something that one might call a disruption, a con-
tamination, a slip, has been caught up in the webs of the device, wrongfully taking 

this foreign body, which cannot justify its existence within the image, restructures 
the entire composition, distracting the viewer’s attention in such a way as to push 
what is an imposing castle into the background and the back of the mind. (Fig. 1)

The idea is that, with this kind of photo, J. Craig Annan succeeds in picturing some-
thing that had been a matter of failure in the early days of photography. Something 
unexpected appears and maintains its status as a piece of reality outside the picture’s 

the picture at the very moment when the photograph was taken, would have been 
a kind of surprise-outcome accident, whereas J. C. Annan is, of course, miles away 

the lapse is the result of a high level of receptivity and is due to a state of alert aes-

this connection it is interesting to read J. Craig Annan’s thoughts on the creation 
The […] Franciscan

waited for fully half an hour with the whole composition arranged before the old 
gentleman in brown habit came along, and he is unaware to this day of the great 

-

process, Annan naturally edited the photo. The size of the clouds on the right 

not imply retouching the white horse out of the picture, which would have been 
a service to those contemporaries whom this nag must have annoyed intensely.

-
alities against each other. Firstly there is the castle: stately, immobile, solid, built 
on rock, upright. The horse, in contrast, is in motion, rumbling about some-

of the picture. As a result of this left-to-right movement, it favors the horizon-
tal orientation of the picture over the vertical. Suddenly, the horizontal lines ap-
pear more dominant than the upward pull. Not least, it serves to dismantle the 
monumentality of the castle. The truly interesting thing is happening at the base 
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of this world of stone. The castle, as mentioned above, is turned into a simple 

purely temporary occurrence, a performance that could be no more ephemeral and 

the odds-on favorite and prime subject in this race, was bested by a mere beast.

-

-

order to make use of something which eludes rational control and in order to il-
lustrate the mechanisms of the psychic apparatus. Without wishing to overuse this 

more or less borrowed from painting at the turn of the century. What overturned 
and averted this pictorial intention would be a genuinely photographic image in-

camera, which knows nothing of decorous orders. An illuminating observation 

in some cases, composed almost in the manner of an Old Master – his inspirations 
in painting are Holbein, Vandyck, and Velázquez – for which he was internation-

aesthetic expectations of his age, while at the same time subduing control and visual 

coincidental aspects which the new image technology was capable of capturing.

Removing the “Stain”

Stieglitz in Camera Work, could be seen as the revised version of Annan’s rendering 
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as the prominent subject of the image. The castle towers atop a hill and is in the 
light, that is to say it appears against the background of a bright band of clouds. 
The rest of the environs are blurred in soft focus so as to leave no doubt as to 
what the viewer is supposed to concentrate on. There is nothing and no one to 

castle morphs into a species of prototype, , a Platonic idea of what makes 

they have no other choice but to focus and maintain their attention, something 

for undivided attention. This approach could be characterized as the visual strategy 
of visual artists. This is how painters treat their viewers, by giving them some-

something of the polyphony of life, where things constantly tug at our receptiv-
ity, visual impressions struggle for predominance, and various sensations coexist.

George Davison’s picture does not convey a truly photographic experience, but 

trouble justifying why a castle should entail a nag. The horse would in any case 
have to be semantically upgraded, which would in turn have consequences in 

-
-

dered formal relationship to the surrounding stalls. To present itself as it does in 
the photo would give rise to a complete misunderstanding in painting, and im-
ply mimicking the incidental arrangements and amateurish compositions of life.

by Alfred Stieglitz. At the time when this picture was taken, Stieglitz had already 

propagated so successfully. He began to take photos of street scenes, working with 
a hand camera. With regard to this new technology, he could draw on J. Craig An-

-

Annan had stood up for this new technology in an issue of The Amateur Photogra-
pher 
a related article for 
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Seeing Horse and Forms

Stieglitz’s photo is once again about a horse. Compared with Davison’s, the photo 

is an everyday one, momentary and unspectacular. The fragmentary view of the 
horse-drawn carriage can be seen as both a formal statement and as a nod to life 

comparable in that they do not eliminate the particular, but rather focus great at-

horse’s bridle are made subjects worthy of depiction. To begin with, the Stieglitz 
photo appears to come close to the strangeness of Annan’s, but on closer inspec-
tion one discerns a dense mesh of formal references, a stringent grid of corre-
sponding lines. The pieces of wood in the foreground correspond to those in the 
background. The alignment of the logs is echoed by the rows of cobblestones. 
The horse’s body, the side of the road, the stacks of wood all form parallel lines. 
The horse’s legs, in turn, can be seen as an analogy to the pieces of wood, and so 
on. The possible forms to be seen appear endless, and even if the viewer’s reac-

he feels the well-composed nature of the picture. At some point, the connota-
tive references to abstract painting, which Stieglitz was exploring in depth at 

photographic codes that had hitherto been valid, but it is also the result of sub-
lime artistic control. J. Craig Annan, in contrast, enacts loss of control. (Fig. 2)

Among Annan’s famous photos there are, however, as mentioned above, several 
-

what Robert Demachy, in another review of Annan’s work, sees as a misunder-
standing in photography, that is, trying to make an allegorical statement (Buchan-

crucial point and must decide between religious vows and staying in the world of 

unfortunate, partly because Annan himself, in his love of printing technique varia-
tions, occasionally printed the picture mirror-reversed, thus causing the young 
lady to appear undecided indeed, tending now in one, now in the other direction.
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The Preconscious of the Camera

As far as the technical side of photography goes, Annan is a master of his craft. 

workshop he learned the trade from the ground up, becoming familiar with the 
common printing techniques of the day, carbon and platinum printing. Father and 

technique, subsequently acquiring the rights to this process. Following his father’s 

-

-
Linked Ring

On the one hand, Annan is a perfectionist. He is a master of his trade, control-
ling his means of production, his name standing for the highest technical de-
mands on the new photography medium. He grew up surrounded by art – his 
father, for example, was a close friend of David Octavius Hill – and was highly 
aware of visual codes. On the other hand, we see the photographer who em-

-

one, later in the day, to produce a photograph of value is by no means rationally 
-

cesses that occur independently of our rational designs. Likewise, the characteriza-
Camera Work may 

be applied to Annan himself, and it may be taken to infer his own artistic val-
ues. This essay speaks of the importance of mustering the courage to venture into 
unexplored territory and to be guided by one’s instincts. To Annan, the criteria 
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he indicates the sensory pleasure that a picture must bring forth. A good photo, 
moreover, is one which disguises its artistic value. At a time when most ambi-
tious photographers were endeavouring to emphasize the artistic value of their 

is to conceal art’ – that applies to photography – it is not usually the most strik-

-
lishing the hand-printed photogravure in Camera Work 
above, when taking this picture, Annan waited half an hour for something to ap-
pear, something which turned out to be a Franciscan monk. Walking with a slight 
stoop, the latter is about to turn the corner. His shadow precedes him. The photog-
rapher had been avidly awaiting him, or some similar visual surprise. Annan him-
self did not know who or what would appear in front of the temporary projection 

himself into the wall and into the photographic paper of his camera. Unlike the 

instinct and timing to capture him in the image. The edge of the wall seems like 
a dividing line in this picture. Whoever crosses this line may well vanish, invis-

wall also seems like the dividing line of an ambiguous image. Once the Franciscan 

method, Annan has enabled the photographic preconscious, as it were, to register 
that which will devalue or indeed deconstruct what is an undisputed view in terms 

to be put on display, and not that which is actually worthy of exhibiting, Venice.

Another of Annan’s Venice photos lends itself to closer scrutiny in this context: 

scene, a kind of Catholic procession that is possibly part of a funeral ceremony. 
The young men in ecclesiastical vestments are carrying large monumental candle-

players in this ceremony are in the light, in a kind of spotlight of the southern 
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James Craig Annan, A Franciscan, Venice 

© Royal Photographic Society / National Media Museum / 
Science & Society Picture Library
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-
ground that could have been easily retouched out of the picture, but which An-
nan left in. While the shadows of the servants of the Church are cast according 

any real contour. They are shadowy creatures, mere traces of human beings, in-

-
utes, but for a short photographic eternity. Genuine by virtue of being photo-

– onto the photographic paper, they embody the epiphany of the moment. (Fig. 4)

-

a kind of space, a place from where the gaze comes, thereby bringing something 
into the picture that, as Roland Barthes never tires of emphasising, makes up the es-
sence of photography, that is to say, that it depicts what was once the object of a gaze 
that is always irrevocably past. The immaterial presence of this view stands for the 
heart-rending aspect of photography. The text that Annan has added to the picture, 
not as an illustration, but rather in the style of modern-day commercial graphic de-

for example, would see as early snapshots, Annan captures singular occur-
rences which, compared with the visual imagery of photography in those days, 

-
-

graph without my being able to want it to. One might talk about the wish to 
revive the surprising element in early photography that revealed what had been 

The Digitally Constructed Parapraxis

-

America, where he has pursued his internationally acclaimed academic and artis-
tic career. The catalyst for creating the constructed snapshots was a request by 
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Natalie Bookchin to show her some snapshots of his former life in the Soviet 
-

shot culture in the USSR. Hardly anyone owned a camera, nor was there any 
arrangement stipulating that all events of private life be constantly documented. 
To take photos, one went to a studio or borrowed a camera from an amateur 

-

This evolved into an art project on which Natalie Bookchin acted as co-au-
thor. Her cooperation was required because only she, a representative of a cul-

-
tempts – the work consists of three parts – to satisfy an American woman’s ex-
pectations of a snapshot and, at the same time, to create a quasi-authentic docu-
ment of his youth, Manovich constructed a scene at a Moscow subway station. 
This retrospective snapshot consists of a photograph of the subway architecture, 
clear in terms of perspective, but nevertheless tilted, and the blurred, only par-
tially visible head of a young man blended in at the bottom left of the picture.

The question in our context is: what did Bookchin want to see when she put 

authorized photos, but rather photos that she could scan for evidence of every-

contain more than those who took them intended. She wanted to see blind spots, 
overexposed by the camera, relying on the photographic preconscious, indiscrimi-
nately receptive within its mechanical and chemical limits. That was her personal 
wish. The interesting thing is how Bookchin and Manovich proceeded as artists. 
What they constructed on the computer was the photographic mishap, the rule 
violation, as it were, of a successful photo. They presented the shaking, blurring 
and tilting, leaving the picture’s structure in terms of perspective as is, like the 

-
es something of the old hope that things will appear in photos if we let them.

This paper was originally published in  
 (www.fotogeschichte.de) and reprinted courtesy of the publisher. The original German 
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Natalie Bookchin & Lev Manovich, Constructivist Snapshot 

© Bookchin & Manovich
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