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Abstract

What is a reflection without a mirror?

The Invisible Mirror is an ongoing, 
experimental investigation of the event 
of  photography.1

 Although the research is 
focused on contemporary image-culture 
and technology, it is fueled by an ongoing 
wonder at the imagined moment of 
photography’s first capture of a human 
face. In a time when freezing a human face 
as a photographic image is hardly novel, 
less something to marvel at, my research 
questions the ways in which the camera-
device has rendered itself invisible in 
this practice. The technical capacities of 
the camera and its co-existence with the 
internet and digital mediation have given 
us direct and constant access to our own 
reflection, and with little effort. We are 
able to transmit this reflection of ourselves 
to endless viewers using digital networks, 
and so have dramatically changed the 
way we share the world with one another, 
communicating in a continuously 
developing visual language. 

1  Azoulay, Ariella. The civil contract of photography. 
New York: Zone Books ;, 2008. & Azoulay, Ariella. 
Civil imagination: a political ontology of photography. 
London: Verso, 2012.

In my work I create visual experiments 
using images and video as practical means 
to understand the complex relationship 
of the camera apparatus and the meaning 
and effect of the reflection it creates, 
bringing our attention back to gesture, 
performance, and the dynamics of power. 
I collect images and videos of/by others to 
build archives that help make visible and 
salient the patterns in our performance, 
in how we represent each other, and how 
we capture the world using the device of 
the camera. The Invisible Mirror consists 
of notes on my experiments, previews of 
archives I am collecting, photographic 
excerpts of texts, and images of images 
that inspire me.
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As an artist and a social science enthusiast 
I see databases in online digital platforms 
as fertile ground for study, and I make 
work about contemporary society’s 
encounters with the camera (and 
related devices) and the reflection such 
technologies create. I want to know how 
images have impacted, and continue to 
influence, the way we experience and 
share the world with each other. How 
do we embody the camera, represent 
ourselves, or encounter representations 
of ourselves made by others? How do 
changes in the technology of the device(s) 
of the camera affect our lives and how we 
subsequently relate to the world around 
us? Today, a generation of infants are 
born, opening their eyes to the world 
for the first time and the first view they 
encounter is the lens of a camera. A single 
round mechanical eye inside a rectangular 
box. Today, unlike when I was born, the 
camera resides in spaces it never used 
to be, constant, and able to record and 
reflect simultaneously. 

Photography broke through the shell in which 
credible visual experience until then had 
always been confined. The circumference 
of the shell was only the distance the eyes 
could actually see from any given place at 
any given moment. It still is. Look up, right 
now, and you will see the shell around you. 
It is the limit of your visual field. You can 
climb to the roof and make the shell expand 

by miles. You can stretch it and change its 
shape as you move through the world, but 
you cannot crack it. Through the cracks 
made by photography it becomes possible 
to look out on the most remote places, 
far beyond the physical field of view, and 
even see past moments frozen in time, all 
presented without the distortion of linear 
syntax. Our photographic ancestors, whose 
visual horizon was locked inside the shell and 
whose moments past were forever lost from 
sight. 
—William Crawford2

In order to study contemporary digital 
images, especially portraits, and how they 
are informed and re-invented by new 
photographic technologies, it is necessary 
to return to the primary moment of 
the invention to look for affinities and 
differences. In 1839 French artist Louis 
Daguerre made public the daguerreotype, 
a photographic process that would change 
the world. Daguerreotypes took several 
minutes to expose, and the head of the 
photographed person had to be still, and 
was often physically clamped into place 
to produce a clear, unblurred, image. 
The photographed person would sit on a 
chair, use one hand to prop up their face, 
and rest their elbow on a table to conceal 
the contraption that held their head for 
the eye of the camera. This is why, when 
we see portraits from this period, people 
often appear to be in deep thought. 
Young children, on the other hand, who 

2  Crawford, William. The keepers of light: a history 
& working guide to early photographic processes. 
Dobbs Ferry, N.Y.: Morgan & Morgan, 1979.
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instantaneity, simultaneity, effortlessness, 
and covert capabilities has contributed 
greatly to altering the way we express 
ourselves, and it has affected how we 
think about memory, privacy, community, 
explore our identities and interact with 
each other. In the process of moving 
from analog to digital, and the ways 
we share image-based media too, have 
changed. Photographic developing labs 
(‘wet labs’) have almost disappeared; and 
the photo albums of yesterday are now 
owned by giant corporations such as 
Facebook™, Instagram™, Pinterest™ and 
Tumblr™. Such digital networks share the 
immediacy and anonymity of the camera; 
they give participants the option to be 
anonymous to other participants while 
at the same time their promises are made 
false as data collected and information on 
their participants are sold for corporate 
gain. In this complex web of consent and 
secrecy, the apparatus of the camera and 
the digital network are co-dependant and 
mutually informing, and increasingly hard 
to see as existing on their own without a 
complicity to each other. 

Our faces are no longer our faces -— 
they’re data. Our faces are content used 
by computers to index, catalog, and 
categorize us. The algorithms of network 
services will draw increasingly complex data 
portraits of us - ones that are often beyond 
our comprehension. These data portraits 
will categorize us in new ways — they will 
structure how we conceive of ourselves, and 
what is possible. They’re similar to previous 
categorical practices: they’ll manifest and 
reproduce power of the agents creating 

them, and be taken as natural/necessary by 
people at large.
—Chris Novello5

Since Apollo 17’s image of the Earth, 
sent back from outer space in 1973, the 
impression of the world as a singular 
entity has continued to evolve. Today 
individuals across the world are engaged 
in a conversation using a language based 
less on the written word but through 
visual images. As we constantly transmit 
reflections of our environments and lives, 
the world is refreshed and remapped 
every second of every day. Our lives 
are interconnected and the images we 
capture and share are influenced in 
turn by the images we see, and have 
seen. In this conversation, patterns in 
gesture and performance are generating 
and propagating a collective sense of 
experience, identity and categorization to 
a greater degree than we’ve ever witnessed 
before.6  The rapid social production 
and exchange of digital images has 
changed the role of the image from that 
of an object to one of a language. As we 
share everything from the mundane to 
the intimate to the urgent, we are both 
archiving and ‘curating’ our experiences. 
Vernacular photography in the digital age 
allows people to share and experience the 
everyday together. As people post their 
images and videos online, they tag what 

5  Chris Novello, excerpt from his Facebook™ page 
wall (accessed April 20, 2014)

6   Azoulay, Ariella. “Ariella’s Cargo.” Ariella’s Cargo. 
http://cargocollective.com/AriellaAzoulay/filter/Pub-
lications/The-Revolution-is-the-Language (accessed 
May 22, 2014).

naturally cannot sit still, were invisible 
to the device, unless clamped or held in 
place by their mothers or in death.3 The 
mothers in order to get a portrait of the 
child alone would be often covered with 
a cloth trying to disguise themselves 
as chairs, or backdrops. Further the 
presence of the mother, albeit shrouded 
and hidden, in those days of high infant 
mortality, was a signal to say that the child 
is alive. In this period of photography, 
the photograph depended greatly on 
the performance of the photographed 
subject. The subject had to be aware 
of the camera and participate with it to 
meet its technical capabilities. One might 
imagine in those days, that there existed a 
synergetic relationship between the body 
and the device, a relationship that asked 
us to behave in an unnatural way, and 
yet was honest in its performance. The 
device itself, hyper-present and visible. 
Since the early years of photography, the 
tools and methods for making and sharing 
images have changed dramatically. Today 
the apparatus of the digital or cell phone 
camera is like a mirror, able to render 
itself invisible, its reflection instant and 
powerful. 

When I see my reflection in a mirror, I 
don’t see the mirror, but see myself. The 
camera today shows me my reflection 
in real time. The only difference being 
that in the case of the camera I can save 
and share the reflection I see instantly. 
Today our digitally stored reflections can 

3  Nagler, Linda Fregni. The Hidden Mother. UK: 
MACK, 2013

last well beyond our knowledge of their 
existence, and they can be duplicated, 
altered, broadcast on networks and 
watched anonymously by large numbers 
of people. The images we post travel, 
and, without our knowledge, may affect 
someone or change the way someone 
may capture their next image. As the 
device and network work together to be 
fast, easy to use, affordable and in real 
time, the world becomes increasingly 
populated with digital replicas and stored 
reflections of ourselves, each affecting one 
another. In this process, we continuously 
evolve our performance, pose, framing, 
and capture of images of ourselves and 
the world around us. Further, this dense 
environment of images is organized and 
configured by complex algorithms into 
databases that are navigated using search 
engines, and other means, that reflect 
the categories and logics with which we 
define the contemporary world. Today 
we encounter the world as images and the 
presence of the device, the network and 
the image is omnipresent.

The increased number of cameras together 
with their increased potential presence all 
over enables the camera to operate, as it 
were, even when it is not physically present, 
by virtue of the doubt that exists with respect 
to its overt or covert presence, its capacities 
for inscription and surveillance. 
—Ariella Azoulay4

The camera in terms of its mobility, 

4  Azoulay, Ariella. Civil imagination: a political ontolo-
gy of photography. London: Verso, 2012.
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organizations, cinema and advertising. 
Although the power of news organizations 
today is being challenged by individual 
bloggers and citizens that provide first-
person accounts of events and situations, 
many still look at dominant news agencies 
to provide the news of the world. As 
can often be seen in the news, there are 
patterns in the way people and places 
are repetitively represented through 
images. These patterns are informed 
by, and perpetuated by, categories, such 
as Muslim terrorist, Hindu extremist 
or ethnic violence in the north east, as 
has been seen in the Indian news. Why 
is it, for example, when one thinks of 
the north east of India, one thinks of it 
first as one place, rather than the seven 
states it spans. One thinks of people that 
speak a foreign language, eat snakes and 
dogs, do tribal dances, and are forever 
living in conflict and one visualises hills, 
mist and tea gardens. This constructed 
narrative is a result of living in New Delhi, 
watching politicised news that shows 
clearly the central government’s agenda in 
terms of the states of the north east, and 
encountering numerous images of Sikkim 
or Assam produced for the purpose of 
tourism. In this way it is similar to what 
one sees, when one thinks of Africa: 
animals silhouetted against the sunset, 
tribal people wearing exotic jewelry, 
starving children, and conflict. Unlike 
the north east, Assam and Arunachal in 
particular, which I have been fortunate 
to visit repeatedly in recent years, I have 
never been to Africa. What I have seen 
of it is only through images. When I 
Googled/image-searched the term African 

People, for instance I was presented 
with six main categories: Culture, Poor, 
Starving, Dancing, South and African 
American. 

...I argue that we have to take very seriously 
the constructions and perceptions of the 
human imagination and emotion – the way 
in which people imagine the world to be and 
imagine the ways that others exist in the 
world is central to the construction of identity. 
It does not matter that such beliefs may be 
based more on fiction than on fact, because 
the human imagination is central to identity 
construction; it is therefore concrete and has 
very real consequences for the world we live 
in. — Simon Clarke10

The direct relationship between mass 
media, politics, economics, and power 
often sees certain categories being 
perpetuated to maintain conflict and be 
used for economical or political gain. 
In effect the tropes and stereotypes 
that are maintained leave a deep impact 
on how we perceive a place or people. 
Such imagery creates what I refer to as 
constructed archives. Constructed archives 
are perpetuated by a kind of ideology 
or sociological construction and help 
contribute towards constructions of single 
narratives of a place/people. These single 
narratives create such a fossil image of a 
place/people that it abolishes the space of 
experience, preventing us from creating 
our own experience and image of that 

10  Clarke, Simon . “Culture and Identity.” In The 
Sage Handbook of Cultural Analysis. 2008. Reprint, 
Los Angeles: Sage, 2011. 511.

they upload using keywords. By using 
pre-existing categories, and creating new 
categories, these keywords create ever 
more opportunities for participation. The 
categories  form growing archives that 
influence our experiences and perception 
of the world. Because of the high speed 
at which images are exchanged, and the 
volume of new images that are constantly 
added, the archives and categories 
themselves are not stable but fluid, not 
static or fixed. 

Digital content is fragile and is forever 
being deferred, corrupted or edited, in 
constant danger of being deleted,  or 
retained (often in the same moment). 
Efforts at archiving and preserving these 
shifts in pattern are therefore an important 
and urgent task, discerned in initiatives 
like the Internet Archive - Wayback 
Machine.7 The Wayback Machine, whose 
tagline is currently 408 billion web pages 
saved over time, captures web pages on 
the internet every time a web page is 
altered. It allows users, such as academics, 
historians, designers, to save a page to use 
as a citation for future use. On a similar 
note, Taryn Simon and Aaron Schwartz’s 
project, Image Atlas8, is a web-based art 
project that seeks to reveal repetitions 
and dissimilarities in images across the 
17 different countries they have listed. 
Users search for a term and get the top 

7  “Internet Archive: Wayback Machine.” Internet 
Archive: Wayback Machine. http://archive.org/web/
web.php (accessed May 22, 2014).

8  “Image Atlas.” Image Atlas. http://www.imageat-
las.org/ (accessed May 22, 2014).

image results as organized by local search 
engines from the respective country. As 
written on their website, “Image Atlas 
interrogates the possibility of a universal 
visual language and questions the supposed 
innocence and neutrality of the algorithms 
upon which search engines rely.” Taryn 
Simon, in a recent conversation, said that 
she has been archiving emerging and 
shifting patterns of specific terms using 
Image Atlas. She did not disclose what 
these terms were, an archive which will be 
most interesting to examine in the future.   

A stereotype is basically a standardized 
mental picture, or series of pictures, 
representing an oversimplified opinion ... 
that is staggeringly tenacious in its hold over 
rational thinking.” Boskin contends that a 
stereotype “gains its force by repetitive play, 
often presented in different guises so that the 
image it projects becomes firmly imbedded in 
reactive levels of thought and action. “Once 
implanted in popular lore,” notes Boskin, “an 
image attached to a group, an issue or event 
tends to pervade the deepest senses and 
profoundly affects behavioral action. Thus, 
the stereotype endures in defiance of all 
evidence. 
—Jack G. Shaheen, citing Joseph Boskin9

The image archives that are generated on 
the internet consist not only of images 
and videos posted by individuals but 
also material from other sources such 
as those parts of mass media like news 

9  Shaheen, J. G.. “Media Coverage Of The Middle 
East: Perception And Foreign Policy.” The Annals of 
the American Academy of Political and Social Science 
482, no. 1 (1985): 160-175.
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reinforced by scale, popularity, frequency 
and of course, money; this same system of 
organization can be used by individuals 
to come together in solidarity against 
oppression and power. This system 
is what internet memes strive toward. 
A clear indication of this can be seen 
in the recent campaign gone wrong by 
the New York City police department. 
NYPD asked residents of NYC to take 
selfies with police officers and share these 
images on twitter using #MYNYPD. 
What was intended to be a community 
outreach program, backfired quickly as 
people started uploading and sharing 
images that showed police brutality and 
misconduct. The images being shared 
were predominantly from past events like 
Occupy Wall Street, and went beyond the 
geographical terrain of NYC to address 
violence by police in other places.15 
There was also a similarly backfired 
campaign in 2012 that occurred when 
McDonalds™ asked their customers to 
post their favorite McDonalds™ stories. 
In return they got numerous accounts of 
awful encounters at McDonalds™, some 
involving insects and fingernails in their 
food. McDonalds™ had to shut down 
their campaign literally two hours after 
they began it.

While the analog-to-digital shift in image 
production empowers people to take 
on the role of providing information 
by and for themselves, and they are 
also now able to challenge dominant 

15  https://web.archive.org/web/20140427213154/
https://twitter.com/hashtag/mynypd, April 27, 2014

news organizations, and institutions of 
power, it has increasingly complicated, 
even problematized,  our relationship 
with images and information in terms of 
privacy, truth, and credibility. Camera and 
editing technologies are more available, 
affordable and accessible than ever before, 
and, as that availability has its effect in 
terms of image production, it also has an 
effect in terms of consumption. While 
skimming over countless images in a 
day, we may do so with an underlying 
suspicion that what we are seeing is not 
necessarily true or real. Never mind that 
truth or objectivity is not an absolute 
to begin with, given that the ‘frame’ 
has always existed, as have the persons 
constructing the image, both on- and 
off-camera. The technology of the camera 
device in terms of the quality of image 
that it can produce is related to the trust 
we may have with certain kinds of visual 
aesthetics. The aesthetic for example, of 
low-quality and/or handheld footage for  
a long time contributed to a reading of 
authenticity. In recent times however, the 
aesthetic of authenticity is being further 
complicated as cellphone cameras are able 
to record high quality video and produce 
results that earlier were expensive and 
mostly in the hands of professionals. 

In the visual strategies of As Sahab over 
the last few years, the same tendency 
can be seen – the effectiveness of the 
conveyance of messages lies in the notion 
of verisimilitude, which depends less on the 
high level of technology and professionalism 
than on a certain emotive trust on the side 
of the subject/viewer. Furthermore, it could 

place/people. Images of places where we 
repeatedly see the places and people in 
crisis for example makes us think of that 
place and its people only through the lens 
of that story or crisis. Furthermore such 
images create a crisis that is neither felt by 
us as viewers, nor allows for a narrative 
to be constructed that makes people and 
places relatable or accessible. Nigerian 
author, Chimamanda Adichie, describes 
this as the danger of the single story.11 I 
think there is much at stake when similar 
and frequently appearing images form 
a single storied narrative to represent a 
place, people or event in a way that creates 
or maintains a sense of ‘othering.’12 The 
effort of this frequency is motivated by 
showing similarity to maintain difference, 
as a means for maintaining power.

To counter such programmed bias and 
the money that gets you on the top ten 
hits on Google, net artist Tsila Hassine, 
created something called  Schmoogle.13 
In her words she says “This tool touches 
upon several crucial issues on the web such 
as Search Engine Optimization. Shmoogle 
instantly neutralizes Page rank and the 
whole SEO industry induced by it. Yet it 
addresses other fundamental issues such 
as retrievability vs. visibility. While all 

11  “The danger of a single story.” Chimamanda 
Ngozi Adichie:. http://www.ted.com/talks/chimaman-
da_adichie_the_danger_of_a_single_story (accessed 
May 20, 2014).

12  See writings of Emmanuel Levinas, Michel Fou-
cault’s, Edward Said’s, Erving Goffman

13  “Schmoogle.com Whois Lookup.” Schmoogle.
com. http://www.schmoogle.com (accessed May 22, 
2014).

pages on the net are equally retrievable, 
they are certainly not equally visible.” 
When I tried to use Schmoogle however, 
I was unable to access it, as it had been 
blocked by none other than Google. In 
any case the artist’s point is well made. By 
making visible images and information 
that is not part of the dominant power 
we can complicate and detourn habitual 
assumptions about the categories we 
create.14 

Thinking further about this I asked 
myself if there is another side to the 
single story? Is there also a power in the 
single narrative, when seen in digital 
image archives developed by individuals 
to represent themselves? Or is how we 
represent ourselves also a result of the 
same power, and are the choices we make 
based on our consensual relationship—
with algorithms—that favor majority 
and frequency? Can it not be possible 
however, that this consensual relationship 
can also give us what we want?

When one sees people create repetitive 
imagery, by and for themselves, one sees 
them willingly participating in a social 
language parsed across space and time. 
There exists an autonomous, and almost 
unassailable, power at play in the social 
production of a single narrative using 
digital networks. While our information 
is curated, contoured and conformed 
on the internet via categories that are 

14  Azoulay, Ariella. “Potential History: Thinking 
through Violence.” Critical Inquiry 39, no. 3 (2013): 
548-574.
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put online can be taken and used against 
us, it offers insight to the increasingly 
urgent responsibility we have when 
photographing others, especially when 
interviewing those in fragile positions. 
ObscuraCam can be used to protect the 
privacy of the photographed person by 
recording them in a way that the face of 
the person is blurred or pixelated while 
capturing. This pixelation or corruption 
is done live using face recognition 
technology and not as an added effect 
later, thereby concealing and protecting 
the identity of the photographed person 
permanently. It is ironic that face 
detection technology in its use here, does 
exactly the opposite of what it is meant 
for. 

Photography takes place in and through an 
encounter between people, none of whom 
can ever dictate alone what will be recorded 
in the photograph and what will remain 
concealed. The photograph is evidence of an 
event—the taking of a photograph, the event 
of photography— which the photographic 
image could never exhaust on its own. This 
event is an invitation for yet another event—
the viewing of the photograph, its reading, 
taking part in the production of its meaning. 
The photograph cannot determine the limits 
of this event. What the photograph shows 
exceeds that which the participants in the 
event of photography attempted to inscribe 
in it. Moreover, their attempt to determine and 
shape what will be seen in the frame and the 
power relations between those participants 
within it leaves traces that enable one to 
reconstruct the complexity of the event of 
photography.

— Ariella Azoulay20

In the neverending flow of different 
kinds of images on the internet, the 
definition and meaning of what an image 
is cannot be answered in a simple way. An 
image cannot be defined as an absolute, 
neither with total clarity due to constant 
inventions in the technologies that help 
create and maintain it, nor knowledge of 
the political and social conditions from 
which it is born. Neither can we disregard 
prior perceptions and roles of the image, 
that find their origins in the early stages 
of photography. What then is an image 
in contemporary image culture and why 
is photography as we have known it now 
more confusing than ever? 

Images online are both more ephemeral (in 
form) and more substantial (in number). They 
flicker across our eyes and jitter through 
our minds at incredible speeds. We spend 
more time collecting and sorting images, but 
less time looking at any one of them. One 
can never step into the same data-stream 
twice. The images from Abu Ghraib suddenly 
appear and are everywhere, and then just as 
suddenly they vanish, leaving barely a trace. 
Photographic images used to be about the 
trace. Digital images are about the flow.
— David Levis Strauss21

20  Azoulay, Ariella. Civil imagination: a political ontol-
ogy of photography. London: Verso, 2012.

21  Strauss, David Levis. “Click here to disappear: 
thoughts on images and democracy | openDemoc-
racy.” openDemocracy. http://www.opendemocracy.
net/arts-photography/click_disappear_4524.jsp 
(accessed May 22, 2014).

be said that the underlying aesthetics of 
current imaging techniques play a role in 
establishing a sense of authenticity. Data 
compression, resulting in the disintegration 
of image quality, gives the effect of actuality 
– an imaginary quality, which in respect to its 
rhetorical effects seems more valuable. — 
Sean Snyder16

The Guardian Group and witness.
org have collaborated for example, on 
initiatives such as the InformaCam and 
ObscuraCam, to address certain issues 
of credibility and privacy faced by 
journalistic practices today. Both groups 
recognize that mobile phone cameras 
have become the predominant source of 
eyewitness accounts and their initiative 
seeks to provide free applications for 
smart phones that deal with these 
issues. InformaCam for instance is an 
application that can be used to verify 
and authenticate footage by using digital 
signatures on a smartphone, produced 
from pre-existing sensors and networks, 
like GPS, altitude coordinates, signatures 
or timecode of neighboring devices, cell 
towers, and wifi networks.17 The second 
project, ObscuraCam,18 deals with the 
complicated relationship images now have 
in terms of distribution and the control 

16  Snyder, Sean. “Documentary Fictions.” In 
Documentary. London : Whitechapel Gallery: The MIT 
Press, 2013. 188-189.

17  “InformaCam: Verified Mobile Media.” The 
Guardian Project. https://guardianproject.info/apps/
informacam/ (accessed May 22, 2014).

18  “ObscuraCam: Secure Smart Camera.” The 
Guardian Project. https://guardianproject.info/apps/
obscuracam/ (accessed May 22, 2014).

of privacy. Today images of ourselves 
can exist online without our knowledge, 
and they can be used and disseminated 
without our consent. While this can be 
generally unsettling, it also has severe 
implications in regions of political conflict 
and crisis. In one such case, images of 
young Palestinian boys were hijacked 
by the Israeli army and subsequently 
used against them. The boys, who are 
from the village Kafr Qaddum, had 
themselves posted their profile pictures 
on Facebook™. Their images were taken 
from Facebook™ and printed out on 
posters, which were then nailed to the 
walls of trees in their village, with the 
written statement ‘We’re the army, watch 
out, we’ll catch you if we see you or if we 
come to your home.’ These boys along 
with others from their community had 
been part of protests that are held every 
week in their village. In an interview by 
the newspaper Haaretz Raed Ishteiwi, 
one of the boys said, “I could tell that 
my mother was worried and scared, even 
though she tried to hide it. My little siblings 
were afraid, too. My sister Lena, who is 
nine years old, asked if she could go to my 
grandfather’s house because she said she’d 
be safer there. My mother and father tried 
to calm her down and let her sleep in the 
room with them....Since the posters have 
been put up, there’s a feeling of sadness at 
home.”19 While this project is related to 
Facebook™, and how the information we 

19  “Kafr Qadum: Soldiers plaster notices with 
photos of four minors, incl. witness below, to deter 
demonstrating and throwing stones.” Testimony of 
Raed Shteiwi, 14. http://www.btselem.org/testimo-
nies/20130627_kafr_qadum_flyers_raed_shteiwi 
(accessed May 22, 2014).
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or order, of the constant and indefinite 
outflow of image-artifacts, touching on 
conditions of how we access images today, 
and with what consequences and effects, 
as well as examining the concomitant 
flexibility to create fictional and surreal 
scenarios. By subtraction I refer to the 
removal of elements from within an image 
to make more salient or visible certain 
aspects of the image itself. And lastly 
humor and a feeling of the uncanny often 
underpins my various experiments. 

The document before you consists of 
notes on my experiments, previews of 
archives I am collecting, photographic 
excerpts of texts and images of images that 
inspire me.

The role of the image as an object of 
memory has been altered. Now an 
image is captured, not just to preserve 
time or make a memory for the future, 
but to engage in a conversation in 
real time. Today because we can take 
many images of an event, place, or 
person with little effort and cost,  no 
one image takes precedent. It is rather 
about a flow, that keeps us engaged, 
viewing the world, our experiences and 
ourselves as images. The camera, the 
invisible mirror, allows everything to 
be important and unimportant at the 
same time, conditioning us to perform 
and curate our lives. Images that mark 
community gatherings like family holidays 
or celebrating a festival together, live 
alongside images of freshly painted 
toenails, and steaming soup, operating in 
a stream in which we are hyper-present. 
This shift has changed the relationship 
that images have previously had in 
marking and preserving rituals, and in 
their contribution to bringing people 
together. When visiting  my grandparents 
for example, who still use a point-and-
shoot camera that uses 35mm film, 
gathering together to take a photograph 
feels very different from the site of one 
taken by a phone camera. There is a 
presence that their camera has that calls 
out to everyone to be present in the 
moment together and to participate in the 
image being captured. There is something 
powerful about the finite number of 
pictures the camera can capture and the 
knowledge that there will be a tactile print 
in the end that compels us to relate to 
the device and the situation with more 

care. Today as we capture all moments, 
immersing ourselves in the constant flow 
of images, we feel less and less the power 
of these rituals. It is like we’re constantly 
moving without a pause, taking less time 
to spend with each other in person, 
but meeting each other, in images, as 
individuals.

My art practice is research-driven and 
focused on the study of images and 
the event of photography, especially 
in contemporary image culture and 
technology. In my work I create visual 
experiments using images and video 
as practical research to understand the 
complex relationship of the apparatus of 
the camera and the meaning and effect 
of the reflection it creates. Formally I 
use tactics of simultaneity, incongruous 
juxtaposition, subtraction and humor to 
foreground the politics of images and the 
relationships that are generated by the 
(at times unexpected) existence of the 
camera device. By simultaneity I refer to 
the securing of materials from disparate 
sources, playing back the image and 
video data from archives I am making 
and collecting. As I gather recurrent 
motifs, gestures and postures seen in 
images, I am able to discern patterns, that 
are on their own disjointed by place or 
time. These archives help articulate the 
vocabulary of images as a visual language. 
By incongruous juxtaposition I refer to 
the collaging of discordant situations by 
collapsing them into one compositional 
plane of apprehension in a seamless 
fashion. This tactic plays with  ideas of 
discordance, or how one makes sense, 
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Like the moth the infant seated on the chair is 
made visible through photography in death.

Fig 3.1
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Young children were made visible by their 
invisible mothers who held them still.

Fig 3.2
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‘Were you ever daguerreotyped, O mortal man? And did you look with all 
vigor at the lens of the camera, or rather, by the direction of the operator, at the 
brass peg a little below it, to give the picture the full benefit of your expanded 
and flashing eye? And in your zeal not to blur the image, did you keep every 
finger in its place with such energy that your hands became clenched as for 
fight or despair, and in your resolution to keep your face still, did you feel 
every muscle becoming every moment more rigid; the brows contracted into 
a Tartarean frown, and the eyes fixed as they are fixed in a fit, in madness, or 
in death? And when, at last you are relieved of your dismal duties, did you 
find the curtain drawn perfectly, and the coat perfectly, and the hands true, 
clenched for combat, and the shape of the face and head? —but, unhappily, 
the total expression escaped from the face and the portrait of a mask instead 
of a man? Could you not by grasping it very tight hold the stream of a river, 
or of a small brook, and prevent it from flowing?’1 

1 Crawford, William. The keepers of light: a history & working guide to early photographic processes. Dobbs Ferry, N.Y.: Morgan & Morgan, 1979.



34 35

Fig 3.3
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Now: Should this same God, who for thousands of years has never 
allowed that mirror-pictures of men should be fadeless, should this 
same God suddenly become untrue to His eternal principles and allow 
that a Frenchman from Paris should set loose such a devilish invention 
into the World!!?? We must make clear, after all, how unChristian and 
Hellishly vain mankind would become if everyone could have his own 
mirror-picture made for filthy money and reproduced by the dozen. 
There would be such a mass epidemic of vanity that mankind would 
become godlessly superficial and godlessly vain. And if this “Mon-
sewer” Daguerre in Paris maintains a hundred times that his human 
mirror-pictures can be held fast on silver plates, this must a hundred 
times be called an infamous lie, and it is not worthwhile that German 
masters of optics concern themselves with this impertinent claim.1 

1  Rudisill, Richard. Mirror image; the influence of the daguerreotype on American society.. [1st ed. Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 1971.
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Robert Cornelius. Possibly the first selfie.

Fig 3.4
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Still Movement 

Several years ago while travelling in the 
Himalayas, I took with me a homemade 
pinhole camera. At the cottage where I 
stayed I exposed a photograph of a dead 
moth stuck to a window, the valley and 
mountains deep in the background. The 
image that resulted surprised me, as what 
was in actuality a dead moth appeared 
to be a flying bird in the landscape. This 
of course is impossible as a pinhole 
exposure time would never have captured 
a bird in flight. It would have captured 
nothing. I realized I had tricked the device 
into imprinting a moment it could never 
contain. 

At a certain point in the history of 
photography capturing a bird became 
possible. Today unlike the mid 1800’s, we 
don’t have to pause for long durations to 

be recorded. We are used to seeing frozen 
or candid moments of ourselves, of two 
friends laughing, a man running down the 
street, a worker at work. The apparatus 
is moving through the world, capturing 
silently and swiftly, recorded subjects 
unaware.

‘Still Movement,’ is a 2 channel 
synchronic video diptych. On one screen 
are still portraits shot on a pinhole camera 
using 35mm film. On the other screen 
are video portraits shot simultaneously 
on a DSLR, recording for the duration 
of the pinhole exposure. The paired 
images show people I solicited on the 
street in downtown Providence, asking 
them to enact posing as if in mid-action. 
The series of 10 portraits, when played 
back, produce an effect where the pinhole 

photographs have caught movement 
while the video portraits feel like stills. 
The ‘actors’ exude a vulnerability as they 
are forced to pause and be captured by a 
technique and device that predates them. 
The degree of vulnerability is apparent 
in relation to differing age groups as well 
as through the kinds of actions I asked 
them to enact. In one portrait an elderly 
gentlemen poses as if in mid conversation 
with a younger man. The younger man is 
fidgety while the elder gentlemen seems 
at ease. In another photograph I asked 
two people to pose as if in mid laughter, 
revealing the tension of freezing human 
actions as free and boundless as that of 
laughter. Humourous, bewildering and 
uncomfortable the work subverts the 
‘candid’ moment that is seen often in 
street photography.

Fig 4.1
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Fig 4.3

Fig 4.2
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Fig 4.4

Fig 4.5
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Fig 4.7

Fig 4.6
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Living Together Series 1

Images these days are exchanged as a 
language instead of words. In a space like 
Facebook™ or Tumblr™ people write less 
and use images more as a way to converse. 
On these platforms images come and go 
quickly, like the daily news, looked at 
and forgotten equally fast. In Facebook™ 
unlike Tumblr™ however, most images 
are artefacts of private relationships and 
personal experiences that are stored to 
access at any time. When an image is 
seen, and for how long it is looked at is 
unknown to the person or people the 

image is of. Alongside the audience in 
mind for a particular image is impossible 
to predetermine. 

In Living Together Series 1, I stole and 
tampered with personal images of people 
on my facebook friends to re-insert them 
back into the space. While playing the 
voyeur I particularly chose and combined 
images that were private, personal, and 
absurd. These included pictures of 
couples on romantic holidays sharing 
an intimate moment, someone yawning, 

passed out or a woman holding a goat. By 
making inappropriate juxtapositions of 
body language, behaviour, and bending 
logics of plausibility I created awkward or 
surreal visual scenarios. I gave myself the 
permission and freedom to not just watch 
silently performances of people exhibiting 
their lives, but chose to enter bedrooms, 
kitchens and arrive at holidays with 
uninvited guests. The experiment made 
me see how images are an arrangement 
of relationships, social and political. The 
image itself is bound to the relationship 

it represents, carrying with it notions of 
trust, privacy, ownership and authenticity. 
Using photoshop as a camera that can 
potentially perfectly compose and expose 
disparate locations and experiences into a 
single image, the work and title echoes the 
simultaneity with which we view images 
on platforms like Facebook™.

Fig 5.2

Fig 5.1
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Fig 5.3

Fig 5.4
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Fig 5.5

Fig 5.6
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Fig 5.7
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The Holiday Pose

The Holiday Pose is a voyeuristic stolen 
photography project. I combed facebook 
for posted images in which a gesture 
or stance was reoccurring. From one 
person’s account I stole 66 photographs 
in which a couple poses together on their 
holiday trips. The images are placed 
into an animated stop motion sequence 
that shows them in different locations in 
each shot consecutively. The animation 
foregrounds the couple’s performance for 
the camera as they appear to be locked 
in position as the holiday destinations 

change. The posture and smile of the man 
and woman is the same in each image. 
The person who takes the photograph for 
them in each location, a different person 
each time, most often aligns them to the 
center of the frame. Is the camera asking 
them to perform in this similar way? 
Are there categories of types of images 
for types of occasions? Is capturing 
an image such as the ones from this 
experiment evidence of the ritual nature 
of photography, in this case marking 
the holiday and destination? Or if we 

look closer is it a reflection of a specific 
culture governed by certain unsaid rules 
of tradition. For instance the man’s arm 
is always around the woman’s and not 
the other way around. The photograph 
is being captured to share, in this case 
where I found it, on Facebook. The man 
and woman are both from India where 
traditionally in some parts it is still a 
taboo for a woman to outwardly express 
physical affection towards a man, even if 
they are married. Alternatively, my title 
for this work is ‘Man Holding Woman.’ 

The animated sequence supports this 
title as each image is aligned to the man’s 
face to subtly highlight the discrepancy in 
gender roles. These images on a platform 
like facebook would be seen by friends as 
well as family, when collected they are as 
much images of the couple as they are of 
Facebook. 

Fig 6.1
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Experiment 4 - Adda Baazi

Public spaces in Delhi are largely male 
dominated. Although women are seen in 
public, they are usually in transit or doing 
something functional. Seldom will you 
find a group of women, sitting together 
at a street corner reading the newspaper 
or hanging out at a tea-shop, owning 
the space as their own. Adda Baazi is a 
public art experiment that was staged in 
a neighborhood in New Delhi. The title 
is inspired by the Hindi slang phrase 
Adda Baazi that refers to creating a space 
by hanging-out. The intervention gently 
confronts the male occupied spaces in 
New Delhi, India. To make the project 
my collaborator Bathsheba Okwenje and 
I shot images of women in a makeshift 

studio at a friend’s house. We asked 
the women to pose as if in mid action 
and mid conversation. We needed their 
performance to create an atmosphere 
where one might feel the women had 
been sitting together and sharing a cup 
of tea together for a period of time. Once 
shot, the images were printed out life size 
and cut out to retain only the figures of 
the women and some basic props like 
the bench they sit on. The images were 
then pasted onto walls in male occupied 
public spaces. The experiment was 
done in the effort of stimulating dialogue 
and introspection about complicity in 
perpetuating this kind of segregation in 
public spaces in Delhi. 

The intervention was made powerful 
by the scale of the image being the size 
of an actual human as well as its use 
of photography. Had the intervention 
been done using drawing, painting or 
stenciling, the impact I feel would have 
been quite different. The realistic quality 
of the photographic medium creates a 
deep sensation of discomfort, as what 
appears as a casual encounter on the 
street is in reality a fiction. The men that 

occupied these spaces encountered not 
just the impression of an idea, but life-
sized women occupying the space with 
them. The frozen in time quality of still 
photography along with the women’s 
performance of being in mid-action 
created a strong tension given the context 
in which they were placed. Many said the 
intervention comments on something that 
they hadn’t really noticed before. 

Fig 7.1

Fig 7.2
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Mirror Selfies

Mirror Selfies is an ongoing experiment. 
I have been collecting images of selfies 
taken particularly in front of a mirror, 
in which the mirror, the device, the 
person and their environment are all 
visible at once. In this kind of image 
I notice there is a particular oddity in 
terms of the device itself. In order for a 
person to capture their entire body, or 
more than just their face, they require 
a mirror, as their own arm’s length is 
insufficient to give them the distance they 
need. Even if that were possible, than it 
would appear to be taken by someone 
else. This relationship is uncanny, as 
the device is both invisible in terms of 
the way the image is read, yet is also 
the most necessary in order for it to 
make sense. The device being a phone 

camera also adds to the sense making, 
as the phone camera, or smartphone 
allows that person to broadcast their 
image instantaneously. If it weren’t for 
the integration of the Internet and the 
camera that the smartphone provides, the 
performance or actions of these people 
would also not make sense. At the same 
time, the integration of the mobile phone 
with a camera and the Internet also 
creates the opportunity for such images. 
Each image therefore is part of a larger 
conversation, one that is about self-image, 
body language, the gaze, audience and 
imagined communities, living alone 
but together, identity, sexuality, and the 
technology and economics that bring all 
these issues together. 

In my experiments with collecting 
and working on mirror selfies, I have 
been erasing the device from the hand 
of the individual, and replacing the 
missing space with what I think would 
be behind it using photoshop. This act 
makes the individual seem vulnerable, 
as I take away from them the one thing 
that sets the logic of their performance 
and purpose. Removing the device also 
brings attention to the subject’s body 
and hand gesture, the gesture especially 
being foregrounded, as like the device it, 
too, usually recedes into the background. 
In the process of erasure I encounter 
situations in which a cell phone obstructs 
a shoulder, or the background wall and 
often the individual’s face. In such cases 
I even reconstruct a face. The fictional 

surgery puts the images into a surreal 
plane, emanating an air of implausibility. 
Put together the images are part of 
growing collections, such as Mother and 
Child, It’s Just Us Here and Faceless 
Mirrors. As I add to the collections, or 
make new collections, I am archiving 
not only different categories of selfies, 
but different postures of the hand as 
well. It is important for me to visualize 
the relationship between the body and 
its physical connection to technology, 
something I plan to pursue in the future.
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Fig 8.1

Fig 8.2
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Fig 8.3

Fig 8.4
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Images//
the last humans*
jumping sunset silhouettes*
men carrying children in war zones*
pouting*
shooting something out of frame*
child alone starving
begging
breast feeding mother
people who look the same in every picture

Videos//
children licking camera lens*
animals licking camera lens
babies opening eyes for first time
children learning how to smile for the 
camera*
adolescents and adults staring into the 
camera for long durations*

Gifs//
mouth blowing smoke
biting lower lip
pouting
pelvic thrusts

* previews in the following pages
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//the last humans

Fig 9.1
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Fig 9.2
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Fig 9.3
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Fig 9.4
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Fig 9.5
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Fig 9.6
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Fig 9.7
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Fig 9.8
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Figure 3.1 
Dead Child Victorian era, found image on the 
internet, http://io9.com/the-strangest-tradition-of-the-
victorian-era-post-mort-472772709 (accessed May 
23, 2014)

Figure 3.2
Nagler, Linda Fregni. The Hidden Mother. UK: 
MACK , 2013. 

Figure 3.3
A photographer appears to be photographing himself 
in a photographic studio: Wheeler, Berlin, Wis. 1893; 
This image is in the public domain

Figure 3.4
Daguerre announced his invention of a photographic 
method to the French Academy of Sciences in August 
1839. That October, a young Philadelphian, Robert 
Cornelius, working out of doors to take advantage of 
the light, made this head-and-shoulders self-portrait 
using a box fitted with a lens from an opera glass. In 
the portrait, Cornelius stands slightly off-center with 
hair askew, in the yard behind his family’s lamp and 
chandelier store, peering uncertainly into the camera. 
Early daguerreotypy required a long exposure time, 
ranging from three to fifteen minutes, making the 
process nearly impractical for portraiture. (Source: 
“Photographic Material,” by Carol Johnson. In 
Gathering History: the Marian S. Carson Collection 
of Americana, 1999, p. 100)
This image is in the public domain

Image Glossary
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//Still Movement 

Figure 4.1
Dead moth shot by my pinhole camera, Mussoorie, 
2008

Figure 4.2
Frame grabs, Still Movement, 2012 

Figure 4.3
Pinhole photograph, Still Movement, 2012

Figure 4.4
Pinhole photograph, Still Movement, 2012

Figure 4.5
Frame grabs, Still Movement, 2012 

Figure 4.6
Frame grabs, Still Movement, 2012 

Figure 4.7
Pinhole photograph, Still Movement, 2012

//Living Together Series 1

Figures 5.1- 5.7
Composit of stolen images from Facebook™, Living 
Together Series 1,  2013

//The Holiday Pose

Figure 6.1
Stolen images fromFacebook™, The Holiday Pose, 
2012

//Adda Baai

Figures 7.1-7.2
Documentation images, Adda Baazi, New Delhi, 2013

//Mirror Selfies

Figure 8.1
Found images from the internet, Photoshopped digital 
image, The Invisible Device, 2014

Figure 8.2
Found images from the internet, Digital image, Mirror 
Selfies, 2014

Figure 8.3
Found images from the internet, Composite digital 
image, Untitled 1 , 2014

Figure 8.4
Found images from the internet, Composite digital 
image, Untitled 2 , 2014

Previews of archives

Figure 9.1
Found images, Britannica digital online image archives

Figure 9.2
Found images, tumblr™, Facebook™ and Google™ 
image search

Figure 9.3
Found images Google™ image search

Figure 9.4
Found images tumblr™, Facebook™, Google™ image 
search

Figure 9.5
Found images from the Britannica digital online image 
archives and Google™ image search

Figures 9.6 - 9.8
Screen grabs, found footage from Youtube™
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