April 7: Is a screen grab of computer graphics still a photograph?

It is now twenty-three years to the day since | attended the
symposium Still Photography? April 4 to April 8, 1994. It covered
photographers’ concerns about the move from analog photography

to digital photography, covering both the arts and sciences.
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and enterprising independent researcher/photographer/teacher Werner Hammersting|

The organisers were Wayne J. Cosshall from Swinburne University

who was then undertaking his Master of Arts at Melbourne University. They managed to
attract celebrated international speakers, including the UK’s Victor Burgin and Australian
William J Mitchell (12010) then at MIT Media Lab who presented as a virtual presence,
which at the time was novel and only made possible with Internet Protocol-based
videoconferencing which we now take yawningly for granted.

Australian universities RMIT, Swinburne and Melbourne were represented as one would
expect, but this was not just another academic conference. Significantly the symposium
drew on the ideas of scientific organisations including Landsat and the Australian Centre



for Remote Sensing, medical technology at Austin Hospital, newspapers The Age and
Herald/Sun, producers of imaging products like B.A.S.F., government media institutions
including National Centre for New Media Arts and Technology, the National Gallery of
Victoria Photography department and the National Film and Sound Archive, and of
course photographers, holographers, animators, artists and practitioners from the then
new field of computer graphics, including John Gollings, Stelarc, Mark Strizic

(t2010), Brian Gilkes, Lisa Roberts, Jon Mc Cormack, Sigi Torinus. It also drew the interest
of the Communications Law Centre and the Traffic Camera Unit of the Victorian Police.
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The 1.5-megapixel DCS 420 was introduced in August 1994.

This broad range of stakeholders was no doubt represented at similar conferences
around the globe as photographers and consumers of photography came to grips with
the first major change to their medium since its advent, or since Henry Fox Talbot
challenged the daguerreotype with paper negatives offering the capacity to make
multiple prints. Digital imaging was introducing a technology that would shake up the
industry as radically as did the appearance of the Kodak and roll film, and of cinema
around the beginning of the twentieth century. It was only four months after the
symposium that Kodak and Nikon got together to introduce the monstrous DCS460
1.5Mp camera (cost: $A14,000).

There was a tangible sense of excitement, but also rising panic, amongst the
photographers attending Still Photography? How were we going to adapt? Would our
businesses perish? Would galleries turn us away if we could not learn this new digital
photography...and heck, was it photography anyway?



Exhibitions opening today demonstrate the extent to which photography has morphed,
but whether it is ‘still photography’ is an unanswered question. DAM Gallery, Seydelstr.
30, Berlin shows Eelco Brand's Electropia opening tonight 7-9 pm and

continuing until June 9. He is also featured in a group exhibition Expected at

the Noorderlicht Photogallery, Akerkhof 12, Groningen, The Netherlands, opening tonight
at 5 pm and running until 25 June. The show’s participants are Mathieu Bernard-
Reymond, Justin Berry, COLL.EO (Colleen Flaherty & Matteo Bittanti), Eelco Brand, Roc
Herms, Gerhard Mantz, Robert Overweg, Alan Warburton, and Rob Wetzer.

Eelco Brand (2017) HD Videostill, edition 6

In his themed exhibition Dutch artist Eelco Brand makes stills from his moving images of
digital constructions, simulacra of nature as a metaphor the subjugation of nature by
humankind. The pictures contain attributes we associate with photography, not
surprisingly since the software is well-known to draw on existing lensed technologies of

photography, video and film.




The image above appears to use shallow depth of field and the steep perspective of a
moderate telephoto lens, but no real lens has been used. The image is the result of
complex mathematical calculations made ‘on the fly’ to determine the coordinates of an
infinite number of ‘points of view’; a feature that has made first-person computer games
possible, but also permits the making of a ‘photograph’ with a virtual camera of the
constructed world. Brand makes the landscape and as it ‘runs’ at random according to a
set of predetermined rules, he then uses the aesthetics of cinematography and
photography to record it as a movie and as a ‘still’. So complex is the four-dimensional
entity that he has created that it presents as a reality, though being ‘virtual’, in the true
sense of the word, it is only ‘nearly real’.

Noorderlicht Photogallery presents a range of artists working in this mode. For them the
screen is an environment as valid as the physical one, or it is a test bed they use to
investigate our relationship and interaction with the real world.

This afternoon, a warm autumn day was interrupted by a cool change with thunder and
heavy rain that was quite welcome after a dry spell here in Central Victoria, Australia.
After the rain had stopped, | took the dog for a walk. Orange rays of late sunshine
slanted through the trees, the air had cleared, a delicious herbaceous scent pervaded
the atmosphere, and the clay paths had become slippery. We encountered another dog
walker who remarked on the changed weather, telling me she’d got a little ‘snap happy’
with her mobile recording the beautiful light. I'd spent the day hunting these artists of the
virtual world and the scene reminded strongly me of an Eelco Brand, Gerhard Mantz or a
Justin Berry. Their images, like any photographs, lack scents, and don’t provide the
proprioceptive feedback that makes us watch our balance on a slippery path. But what is
the difference between screen grabs of these worlds and photographs. How closely do
they resemble each other now?







