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Abstract 

This thesis examines the evolution of photographic theory through an analysis of Joan 

Fontcuberta's artistic and theoretical work, with a particular focus on the impact of digital 

technology on the concept of indexicality. The research traces the development of 

photographic thought from the period preceding the advent of digital technology to the present 

day, exploring the ways in which advancements in digital media have altered traditional 

perceptions of photography. In his early works, Fontcuberta challenges the modernist 

assumption that photography represents an accurate reflection of reality and an index. As 

digital technology advanced, he introduced the concept of "post-photography" to address the 

transition from analogue to digital media. This thesis examines how Fontcuberta's ideas 

address the challenges to indexicality posed by digital technology and their implications for 

visual communication. The study aims to provide a detailed and nuanced understanding of 

how digital developments have influenced the theoretical discourse on photography and its 

role in contemporary visual culture. 
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Post photography: Joan Fontcuberta and the Shift  

from Analog to Digital Photography 

I. Introduction: The problematic discourse of post photography  

 

The turn of the millennium coincided with the spread of digital technology, particularly 

in the field of photography. The concept of a digital camera was the result of a series of 

inventions that began in 1951. Bing Crosby was the first to experiment with recording images 

on magnetic tape. In 1957, Russell Kirsch, working at the National Bureau of Standards, 

obtained the first digital image using a scanner that measured the intensity of light on the 

surface of a photograph. Later, in 1958, in the laboratories of Texas Instruments, Jack St. Clair 

Kilby created the integrated circuit that revolutionised the electronics industry. In 1961, 

Eugene F. Lally presented the idea of electronic photography in his article "Mosaic Guidance 

for Interplanetary Travel". He proposed using cameras with electronic sensors arranged in 

arrays of light detectors. This was the first time the words "digital photography" were 

mentioned. In 1969, George Smith and Willard Boyle invented the charge-coupled device 

(CCD) at AT&T Bell Labs. In 1972, Willis Adcock of Texas Instruments patented the first 

electronic photographic system, although the camera was never built. In 1974, Bryce Bayer 

created a filter that organised RGB colours on an array of photosensors, and in the following 

years several camera manufacturers began to develop their own prototypes of electronic 

cameras, culminating in the production of the first commercial camera, the Sony Mavica, in 

1981. Between 1978 and 1989, all the major camera brands patented various electronic camera 

designs, and in 1987 the first electronic image was published in a newspaper, in USA Today1.  

It has been observed by some scholars that the technological transition from film-based 

photography to electronic sensors had ramifications. For example, Ritchin (1984) posited in 

his early article, "Photography's New Bag of Tricks" that images obtained by electronic sensors 

 

1The digital Camera Museum. https://www.digitalkameramuseum.de/en/history, accessed 06/08/2024   
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could be readily manipulated2. Subsequently, Mitchell, in his book The Reconfigured Eye: 

Visual Truth in the Post-Photographic Era, proclaimed the advent of a new age, one defined 

by the arrival of digital technology in photography. This new era was characterized by the 

centrality of the manipulation of images and the subsequent erosion of the veracity of 

photography3. 

The advent of this novel technology presented a challenge to the prevailing theories of 

semiotics that were based on the indexicality of photographic images. These ideas were 

founded upon Edward Sanders Peirce's theory of signs. This theory defined photography as an 

indexical sign4. This established a causal relationship between the object and its representation. 

Over time, this theory was developed and refined by different theorists in order to gain a deeper 

understanding of the photographic image. Consequently, indexicality was linked to the notion 

that photography is an accurate depiction of reality and a source of evidence or proof of truth. 

In digital photography, the light-sensitive surface utilized in analogue photography is 

substituted with an electronic sensor or array of photosensitive elements. These capture light 

waves and electromagnetic radiation and convert them into electrical signals through the use 

of software. The signals are subsequently converted and stored as numerical codes. 

Subsequently, the software presents the data in the form of images that can be perceived by 

the human eye as something recognisable.  

The transition from film to electronic sensors or from silver grains to pixels marked the 

end of photography as we have known it. Consequently, numerous researchers, such as 

Batchen5, have proposed that this transformation has effectively brought about the end of 

 

2 RITCHIN, FRED. Photography's New Bag of Tricks, The New York Times Magazine, New York (Nov. 

4, 1984) https://www.nytimes.com/1984/11/04/magazine/photography-s-new-bag-of-tricks.html accessed 

05/30/2024 
3 MITCHELL, WILLIAM. The reconfigured eye: Visual truth in the post-photographic era. MIT Press, 

Massachusetts, 1994, p.17. 
4 BUCHLER, JUSTUS. Philosophical writings of Peirce, Dover Publications, New York, 1955, p.106 
5 BATCHEN, GEOFFREY. Burn with desire. The conception of photography. MIT Press, Massachusetts, 

2004, p.205. 

https://www.nytimes.com/1984/11/04/magazine/photography-s-new-bag-of-tricks.html
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photography as we know it. Fontcuberta6, Mitchell7, Mirzoeff8, among others, have proposed 

that the concept of photography is no longer applicable in the contemporary era. 

The advent of digital cameras saw a gradual replacement of analogue cameras in the 

consumer market. By the beginning of 2010, digital camera sales had overtaken those of their 

analogue counterparts9. Furthermore, a number of telecommunications companies made 

investments in the development of mobile phones with integrated camera lenses, enabling them 

to function as cameras. The software developed for these devices gave rise to a novel form of 

communication, namely "social networks", in which the image assumes a pivotal role. This 

represented a significant shift in the forms and applications of photography. In the same year, 

Joan Fontcuberta, an artist, professor, and curator, published the text "Pandora's Camera". In 

his book, Fontcuberta posited that the advent of digital technology resulted in a loss of the 

indexical status of photography. 

The ramifications of these technological shifts and their influence on social conduct 

were elucidated in the exhibition "From Here On" (2011) at the Arles Photography Festival. 

The exhibition was curated by Joan Fontcuberta, Martin Parr (photographer), Joachim Schmid 

(artist), Clément Chéroux (curator) and Erik Kessels (creative director), who collectively 

proposed a manifesto outlining the principles of a novel photographic practice. The manifesto 

placed particular emphasis on the appropriation and editing of images hosted on the Internet. 

In the same year, Fontcuberta published the "Post-Photography Manifesto" in a Spanish 

newspaper, wherein he called for a shift in the artist's paradigm. He urged artists to capitalise 

on the vast repository of images available through recycling and to eschew authorship through 

appropriation, edition and reinterpretation of images that are already accessible on the internet, 

 

6 FONTCUBERTA, JOAN. La cámara de Pandora. Editorial Gustavo Gili, Barcelona, 2010, p.62 
7 MITCHELL, WILLIAM. The reconfigured eye: Visual truth in the post-photographic era. MIT Press. 

Massachusetts, 1994, p.20 
8 MIRZOEFF, NICHOLAS. An introduction to visual culture (Vol. 274). Routledge, London, 1999, p.88. 
9 FOLLOWS STEPHEN. When and how the film business went digital, (9 Jan 2017), 

https://stephenfollows.com/fi l mb u sin e ss-became-digital/ accessed: 05-30-2024. 

https://stephenfollows.com/film-business-became-digital/
https://stephenfollows.com/film-business-became-digital/
https://stephenfollows.com/film-business-became-digital/
https://stephenfollows.com/film-business-became-digital/
https://stephenfollows.com/film-business-became-digital/
https://stephenfollows.com/film-business-became-digital/
https://stephenfollows.com/film-business-became-digital/
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rather than investing their efforts in the creation of new images10. Subsequently, the term 

“post-photography” and Fontcuberta have become almost inextricably linked. 

Subsequently, Fontcuberta organised the exhibition "The Post Photographic Condition" 

in Montréal at the Mois de la Photo. In the introductory text of the exhibition book, Fontcuberta 

(2015) defined post-Photography as "photography that flows in the hybrid space of digital 

sociability and is a consequence of visual overabundance"11. Later, he published “The Fury of 

the Images” (2016), in which he posited that we live in an age of ubiquitous images, or an 

"iconosphere." In this text, he recalled the ideas of Marshall McLuhan about the "global 

village" which refers to the concept that the world is increasingly interconnected and unified 

due to the widespread dissemination of media technologies across the globe12. Fontcuberta 

asserts that there is an abundance of images available, which he deems to be a pathos. He posits 

that the solution to this is the renunciation of authorship and the recycling and adoption of 

images from the internet, which can then be imbued with new meanings. 

Fontcuberta has amassed an extensive oeuvre of artistic and theoretical writings on 

photography over the course of five decades. During this period, the evolution of photographic 

thought in relation to digital photography, and particularly the indexicality of photography, has 

been a prominent theme. The term 'indexicality' has been a defining feature of traditional 

photographic image ontology; however, its significance has been significantly impacted by the 

advent of digital technology. This technological shift has marked the commencement of a new 

era, frequently designated as the 'post-photographic' era. The aim of this text is to examine 

Fontcuberta's theoretical and artistic work in order to explore the evolution of the concept of 

indexicality over time. 

  

 

10 FONTCUBERTA, JOAN. For a post-photographic manifesto. La vanguardia, 11(05), 2011. 

https://www.lavanguardia.com/cultura/20110511/54152218372/por-un-manifiesto-posfotografico.html, 

accessed, 31/05/2024 
11 FONTCUBERTA, JOAN. The post-photographic condition. Kerber Verlah, Madrid, 2015, p.6. 
12 FONTCUBERTA, JOAN. La furia de las imágenes: notas sobre la postfotografía. Galaxia Gutemberg, 

Madrid, 2016, p.2. 

https://www.lavanguardia.com/cultura/20110511/54152218372/por-un-manifiesto-posfotografico.html
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II. Joan Fontcuberta and his theoretical contributions  

 

Joan Fontcuberta's theoretical oeuvre is constituted by a diverse array of documents, 

including press articles, exhibition texts, curatorial texts, monographs, and thematic editions, 

which are distributed across a range of formats. Fontcuberta has also published books that 

compile previous texts, which reflect the evolution of his theoretical proposals over time. 

These texts are “El beso de Judas” (1997), “La cámara de Pandora” (2010), and “La furia de 

las imágenes” (2016). 

The initial text is dedicated to an examination of photography and its characteristics as a 

means of establishing veracity. The subject of digital photography is still in its nascent stages. 

Conversely, the following texts devote significant attention to the subject of digital 

photography and its ramifications in social life, positioning it as a pivotal aspect of their 

conceptual framework. The density and scope of Fontcuberta's theoretical work demonstrate a 

profound conceptual concern for his artistic output. For this author, the work is a means of 

communicating and exposing ideas. Fontcuberta (2001) argues that artistic work becomes a 

concrete representation of the artist's theoretical concerns. Furthermore, he emphasises that the 

work should not be regarded as a mere collection of visual objects, but rather as a series of 

manifestations that complement and reinforce his ideas. 

"It is not that we have to justify the work with discourses, but that we maintain that the 

work is the discourse, that is, the artist's work is the discourse and the work is an illustration 

of the discourse"13. 

Another feature of Fontcuberta's theoretical work is the incorporation of short stories 

based on personal experience, which demonstrate a literary vocation. These short stories 

cannot be classified as scientific texts, but rather as essays, as they do not adhere to academic 

conventions. They combine literary narrative, personal reflection and critical analysis, 

 

13MATA, MONICA (2016). From images of the world to the world of images. Documentation and analysis 

of Joan Fontcuberta's writings as an approach to the theory of photography (Doctoral dissertation, 

University of Murcia), p.341.  
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allowing the author to explore ideas and reflect, presenting his arguments in a creative manner, 

which is a hallmark of his written output. 

A. Photography Fiction and Reality  

The text "El beso de Judas" (1997) addresses the relationship between photography, 

fiction and reality. These themes are explored throughout the text and form the core of the 

work. Fontcuberta begins by stating that photography is experiencing a crisis. He links this 

crisis to the exhaustion of modernist discourse and the transition to postmodernity14 . The term 

“modernity” is used to describe the historical and cultural period that emerged in Europe from 

the seventeenth century onwards. This period was driven by three key developments: the 

Enlightenment, the Industrial Revolution and the rise of scientific thought. This period resulted 

in the transformation of traditional societies and the espousal of an idea of progress, which was 

regarded as a utopian ideal, predicated on the assumption that society would continuously 

advance and improve through the application of reason, science and technology. In terms of 

ethics, a secular and rational vision was promoted, based on the universal principles of equality 

and justice. In consequence of a series of crises, including world wars, the Holocaust, the Cold 

War, colonial wars and so forth, the ideas that had previously driven modernity were 

exhausted, giving rise to post-modernity. While there is no consensus on the definition of post-

modernity, the idea of a linear temporality that would progressively lead us to a stage of greater 

development is generally rejected. Instead, the idea of diversity of perspectives and thought is 

welcomed, and doubt is cast on any idea that offers universal truths. 

In its modernist phase, photography was regarded as an inherently documentary and 

objective medium, predicated on the notion of photography as a reflection of reality. 

Fontcuberta, however, challenges this notion, drawing upon his own experiences. His work is 

profoundly influenced by the period during which he lived under the Franco dictatorship, a 

time characterised by repression, censorship and propaganda. In the 1970s, photography was 

regarded as a medium capable of providing an objective transcription of reality. However, 

Fontcuberta posited that all human work, including photography, is subject to a subjective and 

 

14 FONTCUBERTA, JOAN. El beso de Judas: fotografía y verdad. Barcelona: Gustavo Gili, 1997, p.12.   
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interpretative construction. In this context, he identifies photography and its practice as a 

dogma and a form of authority, comparable to those of the academic system, the Church, or 

the political system, among others15. 

"Throughout the 1980s we have been convulsed by new attitudes and ways of thinking. 

In the visual arts, the problematisation of the real has been accentuated in a dynamic that 

effectively drags us into a profound crisis of truth.  It may be, as Jeffrey Deitch argues, that 

´the end of modernity is also the end of truth´. What happens in practice is that truth has 

become a barely operative category; in a way, we cannot but lie, the old debate between true 

and false has been replaced by one between ‘lying well’ and ‘lying badly’. Every photograph 

is a fiction that presents itself as true. Contrary to what we have been taught, contrary to what 

we tend to think, photography always lies, it lies by instinct, it lies because its nature does not 

allow it to do otherwise. But the important thing is not this inevitable lie. What is important is 

how the photographer uses it, what intentions it serves. What is important, in short, is the 

control exercised by the photographer to impose an ethical direction on his lie. The good 

photographer is the one who lies the truth well"16. 

In another section of the text "El Beso de Judas", Fontcuberta effectively illustrates this 

concept by recounting the discovery of a purported tribe in the Philippine jungles: the Tasaday. 

It was reported that this tribe was the last to have survived in a state of isolation, akin to that 

of the early Stone Age. This occurred during the tenure of Ferdinand Marcos, a dictator who 

ruled the Philippines from 1972 to 1986. The issue had a significant impact on the scientific 

community. The initial mention of this phenomenon was in the Daily Mirror in 1971, followed 

by a subsequent mention in National Geographic in 1972. The news caused considerable 

controversy and prompted the Philippine government to declare a 20,000-hectare protected 

area and implement regulations governing visits. Nevertheless, in March 1986, Filipino 

journalist Joey Lozano and Swiss anthropologist Oswald Iten succeeded in gaining access to 

the reserve. Upon arrival, the researchers discovered the Tasaday residing in a Western-style 

 

15 JUAN MARCH FOUNDATION. El papel de la imagen en la sociedad actual, Joan Fontcuberta and 

Samuel Aranda, 2022, 29 Oct. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HnYFx-adYmM min 2.50 
16 FONTCUBERTA, JOAN. El beso de Judas: fotografía y verdad. Barcelona: Gustavo Gili, 1997, p.15.  
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dwelling. The assertion that the Tasaday constituted the last tribe to live in the Stone Age was 

subsequently demonstrated to be untrue. The news proved to be false; it was created with the 

intention of rehabilitating the dictator's image and promoting tourism. Fontcuberta asserts that 

the success of this narrative was contingent upon the utilisation of images of technical origin, 

namely photography, which served to substantiate the veracity of the narrative. 

"The key to the whole deception was not good actors. In fact, they were not even 'actors' 

but Indians from a nearby tribe who had traded their usual costumes for a convincing 

'loincloth' of leaves. Success was based on image. Photographs and filming made it possible 

to spread the word about the Tasaday's excellence, compensating for the impossibility of direct 

experience, but they did so by facilitating absolute control of the information and, above all, 

by giving it all credibility.  This is perhaps the main quality of the technological image in the 

order of epistemology: to impose meaning. When the image has a technological origin, like 

photography and cinema, the tribe that never existed tends to overcome many prejudices and 

much reticence on the part of the spectator in general and the doubtful spectator in particular. 

Technology becomes a guarantee of objectivity17. 

Fontcuberta puts forth the proposition that, in light of the camera's perception as a 

mechanical apparatus, it was assumed that photographs were inherently a veritable 

representation of reality. The veracity of photographic images is contingent upon the 

mechanical processes inherent to the camera. The notion of photography as irrefutable proof 

of truth is situated within a historical perspective that emphasises its purported capacity to 

reproduce reality in a faithful and objective manner. This conviction has its origins in much 

earlier practices, particularly in the context of Renaissance painting, where techniques such as 

perspective were employed to create images that were more closely aligned with the human 

experience of vision. In addition to the aforementioned technique, artists employed the use of 

a camera obscura, an optical device utilised for the projection of images and the study of 

perspective. This instrument constituted the basis of the photographic camera, forming a link 

between the techniques of painting and photography. The camera obscura, as a tool, 

 

17 FONTCUBERTA, JOAN. El beso de Judas, fotografía y verdad. Barcelona, Gustavo Gilli, 1997, p114.  
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contributed to the perception that photography was capable of producing images without 

human intervention. Fontcuberta posits that the advent of photography situates the aesthetic 

principles of Renaissance painting (encompassing treatises on perspective and the utilisation 

of the camara obscura) within the realm of proto-photography18. 

Fontcuberta argues that the advent of photography led to the perception of a natural 

automatism. This concept is exemplified by two case examples: the advertising slogan for 

daguerreotype materials "Let Nature do what Nature made" and Albert Bisbee's observation 

in his 1853 Daguerreotype Manual that the daguerreotype has the capacity to capture scenes 

with a precision that surpasses that of any human19.  

These statements reflect the fundamental principles of photographic veracity, which 

entail the precise representation of reality without human intervention. This concept laid the 

groundwork for the notion of objectivity, which facilitated the popularisation of photography 

in Western societies. An additional illustration of this concept can be found in the publication 

of Henry Fox Talbot's book, The Pencil of Nature (1844). This was one of the earliest 

photographic books to be published for commercial purposes. The publication consisted of 

printed photographs created using a negative-positive method, which Talbot had developed 

and named the Calotype. In contrast to the daguerreotype, which produced a single copy, the 

Calotype method enabled the generation of multiple copies20 . In order to prevent any 

confusion regarding the nature of the images Talbot (1844) included the following introductory 

sentence:  

 

18 MATA, MONICA. From images of the world to the world of images. Documentation and analysis of 

Joan Fontcuberta's writings as an approach to the theory of photography (Doctoral dissertation, University 

of Murcia), 2016, p. 357. 
19FONTCUBERTA, JOAN. El beso de Judas: fotografía y verdad. Barcelona: Gustavo Gili, 1997, p.27. 
20 MCELHONE JOHN. Talbot's "The Pencil of Nature": The Origins of The Photographically illustrated 

Book, National Gallery of Canada Magazine, January 9, 2019. 
https://www.gallery.ca/magazine/exhibitions/ngc/talbots-the-pencil-of-nature-the-origins-of-the-

photographically accessed 05/30/2024 
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"The Little work now presented to the public is the first attempt to publish a series of 

plates or pictures wholly executed by the new art of photogenic drawing, without any aid 

whatever from the artist's pencil"21.  

From this statement, it can be inferred that, due to the nature of the photographic camera 

and the principle of the camera obscura (a technical tool used in science), photographic images 

were generated without human intervention, and therefore without a degree of subjectivity. 

This led to the assumption that photographic images were objective. Fontcuberta considers this 

book to be a landmark in the conceptualisation of the 'trace' associated with the photographic 

image.  

"A technical and generative system appeared to supplant the preceding systems, which 

were manual and constructive. The drawing builds the image, the photography generates it. 

This radical difference established a revolution in the order of human communication that 

institutionalized the belief that this new modus operandi guaranteed that the result was a 

reflection of reality, an immaculate and virginal reflection, the tautological consequence of a 

"pencil of nature". The theory of photography as a trace is born precisely there"22 . 

Since its invention, photography has enjoyed the status of a reflection of reality, even 

before the term “index” was coined. The indexical status of photography was later established 

with the publication of Charles Sanders Peirce's seminal work on signs, which he developed 

between 1895 and 1905.23 He classifies signs into three categories based on their relationship 

to objects: the icon, the index, and the symbol. An icon is a representation of the object or 

concept it is intended to convey. This is exemplified by paintings, which rely on visual 

similarity. An index is defined as a sign that has a causal connection, such as a footprint 

indicating the presence of an individual. A symbol, on the other hand, does not have a direct 

resemblance or causal link to the object it represents. Instead, it derives meaning from social 

 

21 TALBOT, WILLIAM. The pencil of nature. Longman, Brown, Green and Longmans, London, 1844, p.1 
22 FONTCUBERTA, JOAN. La cámara de Pandora. Editorial Gustavo Gili, SL, 2010, p. 184. 
23BRUNET, FRANCOIS. Un mellieur exemple est une photographie. De la valeur de la photographie 

comme example dans les écrits de CS Peirce sur le signe. Recherches sémiotiques. Semiotic Inquiry, 33(1-

2-3), 2013, 221-240, p222.  https://doi.org/10.7202/1035293a 

https://doi.org/10.7202/1035293a
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or cultural conventions, such as words or flags. Peirce's writings, published posthumously from 

1940 onwards, have had a significant impact on fields such as linguistics, semiotics and 

communication sciences. His work has had a significant impact on photographic theory, 

particularly through the concept of photography as an index. Building on his ideas, other 

researchers have contributed to this area of study. In his 1966 publication, "Ontology of the 

Photographic Image", Bazin argues that the arts originated from a psychological need to 

preserve life, initially fulfilled by sculpture and painting. With the advent of photography, 

paintings shifted from representing reality to allow photography to assume this role. Bazin 

highlights photography's objectivity and minimal manual intervention, viewing it as a natural 

phenomenon. For him, the photograph represents the object itself 24, which he believes is a 

defining feature of photography. 

"Photography benefits from a transfusion. Only the lens fully satisfies our unconscious 

desires for the reality of the thing to its reproduction...only the lens fully satisfies our 

unconscious desires, instead of an approximate copy, it gives us the object itself, but freed 

from temporal contingencies"25 . 

In this text, Bazin refers to the example used by Peirce to illustrate indexicality. 

However, he does not cite the term "index" in his text. "The image is always derived from the 

essence of the model. The existence of the photographed object is intrinsically linked to the 

existence of the model as a “trace”26 . His statement implies that a photograph would be a 

consequence of the subject, establishing a causal relationship between object and 

representation. This is similar to Peirce's index, such as "footprints in the sand", which 

demonstrates how photography is intrinsically linked to the reality it represents. Photography 

is therefore regarded as a genuine and accurate reflection of reality, rather than a mere 

substitute, emphasising its capacity to convey truth and visual authenticity. This association 

 

24BAZIN, ANDRE. What is cinema? Madrid: Rialp, 1966, pp.4-8. 
25BAZIN, ANDRE. What is cinema? Madrid: Rialp, 1966, p.7 
26 BAZIN, ANDRE. What is cinema? Madrid: Rialp , 1966, p.7  
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highlights photography's function in capturing the essence of the world authentically and 

truthfully. 

An additional contribution to the concept of an index of photography can be found in 

the writings of Barthes in his text, "The Camera Lucida". Barthes, like Bazin, aims to define 

the nature of photography. This is reflected in the following statement: "I was overwhelmed, 

with respect to the Photography, an ‘ontological’ desire: I wanted, at any cost, to know what 

it was ‘in itself’, what essential feature distinguished it from the community of images"27. 

In his work, Barthes develops his own vocabulary with which he unravels the essence 

of this medium. One of the terms he uses is "noema". This concept is articulated as "this has 

been" which represents the essence of photography. Its strength lies in preserving the past, as 

evidenced by the captured image. This notion underscores the singularity of photography, 

positing that the image's existence is contingent upon the object's prior presence. 

Consequently, a causal relationship is established between the object and the photographic 

image28. Barthes, highlights that, due to its photochemical nature, photography is essentially 

an emanation of the referent, since the rays of light are recorded on the negative29 . Charles 

Sanders Peirce's theory, along with the contributions of other thinkers who have built upon 

this idea, provides a foundation for understanding photography from a semiological 

perspective. To illustrate, in "El Beso de Judas" (1997), Fontcuberta acknowledges the 

semiotic theories of the indexicality of the photographic image and recognises the information 

they contain due to their direct relationship with reality through their material creation process. 

However, Fontcuberta believes that an approach based on the semiotic does not fully reflect 

the nuances of visual communication. He suggests that, rather than focusing on the sign itself, 

attention should be paid to the discourse constructed by these signs. Furthermore, he maintains 

 

27BARTHES, ROLAND. The lucid camera: a note on photography. Gallimard, Paris, 1989, p 29. 
28 BARTHES, ROLAND. The lucid camera: a note on photography. Gallimard, Paris, 1989, p136. 
29VERANO, LOURDES. Cinema beyond the sign: revisiting the concept of indexicality in André Bazin's 

theory. Signa: Revista de la Asociación Española de Semiótica, (28), 599-630, 2019, p.604. 
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that a deep understanding of the history and cultural context in which an image is produced is 

essential for accurate interpretation.  

"Every image is physically an imprint, the result of a transfer or exchange (an ink 

deposit, an electric or magnetic charge effect, a chemical reaction). In short, it is a different 

modulation of stored information, a ´memory´. Only historical consciousness will allow us to 

distinguish between direct and deferred traces, and to qualify the infinite degrees in between. 

To reduce this exuberance of nuances to their thresholds, limiting it to ´indices´ and ´symbols´ 

as proposed by semioticians, following Charles S. Peirce in classifying the world of iconic 

signs, is a superficial oversimplification”30. 

Fontcuberta posits that the boundaries of this theory are clearly illustrated by Mandel 

and Sultan's publication, “Evidence” (1997). The book comprises a compilation of images 

sourced from diverse archives, laboratories, veterinary and criminology departments, fire 

brigades, hospitals, aeronautical institutes and agricultural studies. In this text, the images, 

devoid of their original context, the content and the relationship between the images and the 

audience by transferring them to the artistic domain. Fontcuberta concludes by posing the 

following question: 

"The decontextualisation not only modified a value of use, but above all pulverised the 

very notion that the photograph is proof of something, the support of evidence. Evidence of 

what, we must ask ourselves. Perhaps evidence only of its own ambiguity. What remains, then, 

of the document?" 31. 

In “El Beso de Judas” (1997), Fontcuberta examines the relationship between 

photography, veracity and the context in which it is created. The author puts forward the 

proposition that photography is a reliable representation of reality, which is linked to its 

technical nature due to its origin in the framework of the Industrial Revolution. However, 

Fontcuberta suggests that this assumption may be open to question, given that the veracity of 

the images is influenced by the context in which they are captured. It is important to recognise 

 

30 FONTCUBERTA, JOAN. El beso de Judas, fotografía y verdad. Barcelona, Gustavo Gilli,1997, p.80  
31 FONTCUBERTA, JOAN. El beso de Judas, fotografía y verdad. Barcelona, Gustavo Gilli, 1997, p.65.  
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that photographs are not simply reflections of reality. They are influenced by a range of factors, 

including the agendas of those involved in their creation, such as governments, the press, 

political organisations and propaganda groups. While the author draws on semiotic theories of 

indexicality as a starting point, he suggests that they do not fully address the nuances of 

photographic meaning. While these theories provide a foundation for understanding the 

relationship between image and reality, they do not fully encompass the complexities of how 

images operate in specific contexts.  

The concept of digital photography does not feature as a significant concept in the work 

"El Beso de Judas" (1987). Fontcuberta then postulates that the advent of digital photography 

has not fundamentally altered the essence of photography. Consequently, the author proposes 

a continuity between the two technologies. He posits that, whereas analogue photography was 

developed within the context of modernity and positivism as a means of acquiring empirical 

knowledge of the physical world through observation and the scientific method, in digital 

photography, computers would process information in a manner analogous to how cameras 

capture images. This, he argues, would render the two technologies indistinguishable, and 

instead, indicate a continuity between them32. It will become evident at a later stage that, as a 

result of the expansion of this technology across all areas of visual production and the 

emergence of the internet and social networks, this concept will evolve over time. 

 

B. Post Photography  

Pandora 's Camera  

As digital technology continues to expand and become integrated into all aspects of 

visual production, Fontcuberta extends his reflections to the changes brought about by digital 

photography. This change of focus represents a pivotal shift in his reflections and marks a 

significant transition in his understanding of photography. This is exemplified in his 2010 

publication, in Pandora’s Camera (2010), the author draws s distinction between traditional 

photography, which is based on chemical and physical processes, and digital photography. 

 

32 FONTCUBERTA, JOAN. El beso de Judas, fotografía y verdad. Barcelona, Gustavo Gilli, 1997, p.150.  



18 

 

This text marks the inaugural appearance of the term 'Post-Photography'. The author highlights 

the shift from the intrinsic nature of the image to a new status in the digital age, where the ease 

of manipulation allows images to be altered without leaving visible traces. This is in contrast 

to traditional images, which are based on the concept of a trace of light created from visible 

reality. In light of this quality, it is not possible to modify a photograph without external 

intervention, using tools or materials from other media, such as drawing and painting.33 The 

theme is exemplified in the story "I Met the Spice Girls," which we will analyse in the 

following section. 

From Index to writing and Painting  

Fontcuberta (2010) stated that "analogue photography is inscribed and digital 

photography is written"34. This statement concludes Fontcuberta's anecdote, which occurred 

in London in 1997 and was published in the book Pandora's Camera under the title "I Met the 

Spice Girls". In this account, Fontcuberta makes use of a photographic device known as the 

Photo Booth. This is a digital instant photograph machine, typically used for passport photos 

and other official documents. It is a popular option in supermarkets, transport stations and 

public spaces. The machine in Fontcuberta's story offers the option of creating composite 

photos, whereby the user's image is merged with that of a famous person. We are then 

presented with a device that can create two types of images. The first option allows us to take 

photos that serve as official documents or testimonies in front of government institutions. The 

other option allows us to challenge this logic by presenting ourselves alongside characters that, 

due to their pop star status, would otherwise be inaccessible. Fontcuberta's objective was to 

obtain an image with the Spice Girls. To this end, he merged his photograph with those of the 

pop stars, presenting the resulting image as proof of his meeting with them. This chapter will 

examine the ideas presented by Fontcuberta regarding digital photography. 

The opening statement of this chapter employs a literary device, namely metaphor, 

which is characteristic of Fontcuberta's rhetorical style. The initial statement pertains to the 

 

33 FONTCUBERTA, JOAN. La cámara de Pandora. Editorial Gustavo Gili, SL, 2010, Intro par 7  
34 FONTCUBERTA, JOAN. La cámara de Pandora. Editorial Gustavo Gili, SL, 2010, p.63 
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concept of indexicality, whereby the act of inscription signifies the process of inscribing 

characters or other symbols on stone, metal, or other analogous materials. This refers to the 

manner in which light interacts with the photosensitive material, thereby creating a 

photographic image. The statement is employed metaphorically to illustrate how photography 

captures and fixes a moment of reality in a physical medium. 

The second statement of the sentence elucidates the manner in which digital 

photographic images are constituted. The nature of digital photography is comparable to that 

of writing or painting due to the capacity for manipulation and plasticity it offers. This is 

analogous to the process of a painter, who begins with a blank canvas and makes decisions 

about each brush stroke: where to place it, in what direction, what length, and what colour to 

use. These brushstrokes are analogous to the linguistic signs employed in the act of writing. In 

this context, each brushstroke is equivalent to letters that form a text, thereby creating a 

sequence of linguistic signs. The digital image, based on a grid of modifiable and combinable 

pixels, resembles a canvas on which the basic components of the image are manipulated. 

Consequently, creating a digital image involves a process that is similar to that employed in 

painting and writing. Despite the differences in techniques and tools, painting and digital 

photography can be considered to be equivalent in their essence35 .  

The concept of the digital image as a form of writing is elucidated by Fontcuberta. In 

traditional photography, the image is recorded on a surface in a single instance, which can be 

considered analogous to the act of "inscribing." Conversely, in digital photography, the capture 

of images is conducted line by line. This can be seen as analogous to the act of writing, which 

is also performed line by line from one side to the other. 

 

35 FONTCUBERTA, JOAN. La cámara de Pandora. Editorial Gustavo Gili, SL, 2010, p.62 
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"In traditional photography the image is composed by the projection of an optical 

reflection on the film over an entire surface while the Formation of the digital image takes 

place by lines of pixels, the scanner would be its paradigm"36 .  

Fontcuberta's statements help us understand the differences between analogue and 

digital photography. However, the idea of photography as a text has broader implications. 

Fontcuberta states that from its beginning, photography would have been considered a faithful 

copy of reality, a natural trace absents of any human influence. Without text, the image would 

be an image constructed as a text, therefore encoded37. Fontcuberta's reference to a particular 

code may be elucidated by Dubois' (2015) retrospective historical classification of the concept 

of realism in photography. Dubois' work identifies the existence of opposing theories that 

challenge the assumption that photography reflects reality. These theories assert that 

photography transforms reality, emphasizing the technical, cultural, sociological, and aesthetic 

codification of photographs. This codification challenges the notion of realism as a reflection 

of reality38. 

However, this dichotomy is not entirely accurate: The distinction between analogue 

photography without text and digital textual photography is a reductionist one. The theory of 

a textual or coded photograph can be applied to both types of photography. This dichotomy 

fails to take into account the extensive theoretical developments that preceded the advent of 

digital photography. The concept of the photographic image as a reflection of reality, free from 

human intervention, has been a fundamental tenet of photography since its inception. However, 

since the 1960s, this notion has been increasingly challenged. Fontcuberta himself had already 

made several artistic works that questioned the idea of a photograph as a reflection of reality 

before the arrival of digital photography. These include Herbarium (1982) and Fauna (1985). 

 

36CORPORACIÓN DE RADIO Y TELEVISIÓN ESPAÑOLA, 06/13/2013, Joan Fontcuberta-La 

Postfotografia. https://www.rtve.es/play/videos/creadores-1999-2001/aventura-del-saber-joan-

fontcuberta-postfotografia /1870690/# accessed 06/08/2024 
37FONTCUBERTA, JOAN. Interviews, Fuera de Hora, https://www.fueradehora.com.ar/entrevista-joan-

fontcuberta-nobel-fotografia/ accessed 05/21/2024 
38 DUBOIS, PHILIPPE, & Paidós comunicación; 20. El acto fotográfico: de la representación a la 

recepción. Barcelona: Paidós, 1986, p.33. 

https://www.rtve.es/play/videos/creadores-1999-2001/aventura-del-saber-joan-fontcuberta-postfotografia%20/1870690/
https://www.rtve.es/play/videos/creadores-1999-2001/aventura-del-saber-joan-fontcuberta-postfotografia%20/1870690/
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These works employ staged pseudo-documentaries to challenge the reliability of photography 

as a source of information. This approach also challenges the role of institutions that shape 

knowledge and reality, including museums, governments, and media outlets. Additionally, he 

authored several texts, including "El Beso de Judas" (1997), which examined the veracity of 

photography. He highlighted that the significance of photography is not inherent to the medium 

itself, but rather contingent on the context and interpretation by institutions. These institutions 

provide different forms of truth, proof, evidence, propaganda, and educational content. This 

prompts the question of why digital photography is identified as encoded, when it could be 

argued that the entire practice of photography operates within a framework of encoding. 

A consideration of the processes involved in the production of both analogue and digital 

photographs reveals that both are subject to influences deriving from cultural factors. This is a 

view that Fontcuberta also espouses, and which he terms 'codes'. The process involved in 

taking an analogue or digital image is identical. In both cases, the camera must be set up and 

a series of technical and aesthetic decisions must be made in response to the intended use of 

the final image. This use is not within the control of the camera user. For instance, the 

replication or imitation of a specific photographic genre will invariably entail the utilisation of 

a distinct set of techniques, aesthetics and stylistic conventions. To illustrate, if the objective 

is to capture a portrait, the established rule is that an out-of-focus background will serve to 

accentuate the subject. Conversely, if the objective is to capture a landscape photograph, it 

would be advisable to use a focused background and a great depth of field to highlight the 

landscape. It would be challenging to deviate from the established setup; each option would 

have to align with the pre-established parameters (portrait, landscape, selfie, sports 

photography, documentary, advertising, artistic, etc.). Only after considering the 

parameterised rules would one proceeds to take the photograph.  

In the case of analogue photography, the incident of light upon the film will result in a 

chemical-physical process, whereby the images are recorded. Subsequently, the film is 

subjected to a series of chemical baths, which develop and fix the negative image. The resulting 

negative is then printed on light-sensitive paper, which requires a treatment similar to that of 

the chemical bath film in order to obtain an image printed on paper. Subsequently, the enlarger 
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enables the user to modify the contrast intensity and dimensions of the print. Should this prove 

insufficient for achieving the desired effects, alternative manual procedures may be employed. 

Following a series of trials, the final result will be obtained. The entire process is distinguished 

by a meticulous and precise methodology. In the past, this entire process was not accessible to 

the amateur photographer; it was only available to the photo laboratory technician. 

Conversely, in digital photography, all the preparatory steps observed before shooting 

the camera in analogue photography also occur. However, the carrier of the image, which was 

previously a physical object such as paper, film, glass or metal, has undergone a 

transformation. In digital photography, the final output is a digital file that retains its index 

status, as it requires light to be reflected off the sensor in order to create a photographic image. 

Upon opening, the shutter allows light photons to enter the lens aperture and 

subsequently interact with the sensor. The sensor is composed of millions of photo sites, each 

containing a photodiode that records luminance values. Subsequently, the photons traverse a 

micro-lens and a Bayer filter, thereby establishing the chromaticity of the pixel (red, green, or 

blue). The photosite then converts the photons into an electrical charge, which is proportional 

to the light intensity. Subsequently, the signal is amplified in accordance with the camera's 

ISO setting. The analogue signal is converted to digital by an analogue-to-digital converter, 

which translates it into discrete digital values (pixels) arranged in a matrix.  

The ADU (Analog Digital Unit) value is inversely proportional to the light intensity in 

an image, with darker areas having lower ADU values and brighter areas having higher ADU 

values. The resulting file may be in either RAW or JPEG format. In contrast to JPEG files, 

RAW files contain unprocessed data with maximum detail. Additionally, EXIF files store 

information about camera settings and edits. JPEG files are subjected to additional processing, 

including demosaicing to generate an RGB image, sharpening, noise reduction, and colour 

adjustments. Both file types include metadata, which provides technical details about the 

photograph. The aforementioned steps are completed in a mere fraction of a second, and they 

are analogous to the developing and printing processes employed in traditional analogue 

photography. Subsequently, the files are prepared for visualisation on a screen via the 

utilisation of a photo editor program. The fundamental point of comparison is that both image-
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capture processes, digital and analogue, are composed of precise and logical procedures. This 

is in accordance with Fontcuberta's assertion that all of these procedures are encoded. 

We will now move on to a comparison between digital photography and painting. This 

metaphor is aligned with the concepts put forth by Mitchell (1994), who asserted that 

computational tools for transforming, combining, modifying, and analysing images are vital 

for digital artists, akin to brushes and pigments for painters. His statement is situated within 

the context of the advent of electro bricolage, which encompasses the integration of scanned 

photography, computer-generated graphics, electronic "painting," analog images, and more39. 

In this context, Fontcuberta and Mitchell highlight the malleability of digital photography, 

drawing a parallel with painting. This is to illustrate the extent to which the image can be 

manipulated. Fontcuberta posits that the creation of a digital image is analogous to that of a 

painter who makes decisions about each brush stroke on a blank canvas. This is in contrast to 

the process of analog photography, whereby a sensitive surface is impressed in a single step. 

However, Gunning (2004) claims that the capacity of digital or even traditional 

photography to transform an image is contingent upon the maintenance of the original's 

accuracy and visual recognisability. The assessment of a photograph is not solely predicated 

upon its indexical foundation; rather, it is also contingent upon our ability to recognise it as an 

accurate representation of its subject. This implies that the image must be legible and bear 

resemblance to its object, which is indicative of iconicity40. 

As Fontcuberta and Mitchell claim, the digital revolution provides the opportunity to 

transform a photographic image, it could be argued that digital photography aspires to the 

condition of painting, where the components of an image are entirely dependent on the painter. 

Nevertheless, the majority of users of image editing software tend to modify images that can 

still be identified as photographs41. The motivation to transform a photograph is not analogous 

 

39 MITCHELL, WILLIAM. The reconfigured eye: Visual truth in the post-photographic era. MIT Press. 

1994, p. 7 
40GUNNING TOM. What's the Point of an Index? or, Faking Photographs. Digital Aesthetics, Nordic 

Research on Media and Communication Review, (1-2), 39-49, 2004, p.41 
41Ibid. p.41 
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to that which drives the creation of a caricature. The majority of digital manipulations rely on 

the viewer's ability to discern them as photographs, even when they have been significantly 

altered42 . 

In addition, the fact that Fontcuberta mentioned terms that appeal to painting, such as 

the brush and brush stroke suggests that digital photographic images may be mediated by the 

subjectivity of a painter artist43. Furthermore, Fontcuberta (2012) argues that digital 

photography is a comeback to the iconicity of painting. Moreover, he adds that analog 

photography was an accident, that is to say, that painting should have developed and found its 

natural successor in digital photography. He claims that analog photography intervened 

between the two, which due to its supposed mechanical nature and to be free of subjectivity: 

analog photography responded to the expectations of representing reality with a supposed 

descriptive neutrality of positivism of the nineteenth century44. 

The notion of disassociating painting from analogue photography gives rise to 

questions, particularly in light of the interconnectivity between painting and photography, as 

previously discussed in the initial chapter. Fontcuberta's position is that the malleability of 

painting and digital photography is a sufficient basis for the displacement of analog 

photography and the establishment of a relationship between painting and digital photography. 

How is this argument supported by evidence?  

It is pertinent to cite Manovich's text, "The Paradox of Digital Photography" (1995), 

which offers a response and critique to Mitchell's position on digital photography as presented 

in "The Reconfigured Eye" and in "Visual Truth in the Post-Photographic Era" (1994). 

Although this response is directed at Mitchell, it is nevertheless pertinent to question the 

assumption that painting and digital photography are related, while simultaneously negating 

the role of analogue photography. But traditional photography and painting can be linked 

through their shared qualities of plasticity and manipulation. 

 

42Ibid. p.41 
43 FONTCUBERTA, JOAN. La cámara de Pandora. Editorial Gustavo Gili, SL, 2012, p.66 
44 FONTCUBERTA, JOAN. La cámara de Pandora. Editorial Gustavo Gili, SL, 2012, p.62 
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Manovich (1995) claims that Mitchell's conceptualisation of a “digital revolution” in 

photography is inherently contradictory. This is because Mitchell's assertion that 

unmanipulated photography represents the sole authentic form and tradition of photography 

is, according to Manovich, untenable. This perspective is problematic insofar as it fails to 

acknowledge the existence of other traditions of visual culture that have emerged concurrently 

with photography, such as montage and collage. Manovich asserts that direct photography is 

merely one among numerous traditions and that no singular form of photography can be 

considered dominant. Consequently, the advent of digital photography does not signify a 

subversion of the conventional photograph, as such a concept is inherently untenable.  

Manovich (1995) provides illustrative examples that are conducive to reflection on 

Fontcuberta's assertions regarding the purported singular linkage between painting and digital 

photography, which is predicated on the principles of plasticity and manipulation. This 

perspective appears to neglect the substantial historical development of photography, which 

has also been characterized by these elements of plasticity and manipulation. Manovich 

observes that during the Stalinist era, Soviet visual culture exhibited a blurring of the 

boundaries between photography and painting. Socialist realist paintings were created with the 

intention of depicting the socialist utopia in a realistic manner, resulting in works that 

resembled photographs. Conversely, photographs were extensively edited to the extent that the 

distinctive silver grains characteristic of analogue photography were obliterated, resulting in 

images that resembled paintings. Although these photographs were not montages or collages, 

they nevertheless retained references to specific locations and periods in time. Their extensive 

manipulation situates them in a liminal space between photography and painting. In the context 

of advertising, photographs are just one element among others, such as text, colour, and line. 

The advertising images based on photography are not anchored in any particular notion of 

space or time. They do not purport to be a reflection of reality; rather, they are employed as a 

persuasive message45. It can be seen that traditional photography is capable of exhibiting a 

level of versatility that is comparable to that of painting. This suggests that the argument for 

 

45MANOVICH, LEV. The paradoxes of digital photography. Photography after photography, 57-65, 1995, 

p.62. 
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separating photography from painting on the grounds of perceived plasticity may not be 

entirely convincing. In Fontcuberta's statement that "digital photography is similar to painting 

or writing", it will be demonstrated that this comparison may not be entirely accurate. It can 

be argued that traditional photography exhibits a level of versatility similar to painting. This 

suggests that the argument for separating photography from painting based on perceived 

plasticity may not be entirely convincing. 

In Fontcuberta's statement that "digital photography is similar to painting or writing", 

it will be demonstrated that this comparison may not be entirely accurate. In accordance with 

semiotic theory, indexicality is a consequence of a causal relationship at the physical level. In 

digital photography, light is incident upon an electrical sensor, and a series of steps based on 

quantum electronics processes are employed to produce an image. The final output may be in 

the form of a RAW or JPEG file. It is not straightforward to manipulate RAW files, as any 

changes are recorded separately in Exif files. Similarly, JPEG images are accompanied by 

metadata files that record any alterations or enhancements made to them. While digital images 

can be manipulated during post-editing, if Fontcuberta was equating post-editing with the acts 

of painting or writing, his statement would be more readily comprehensible. Nevertheless, the 

ultimate outcome of an image captured by a digital camera based on quantum electronics 

remains a digital indexical image. Fontcuberta himself makes this point in an earlier text: 

"Technological improvements in photographic systems, such as electronic automatisms 

and magnetic media, have not substantially altered the nature of photography and its 

associated values. Nor is the transition from silver grain to pixel crucial, as long as the camera 

remains the capturing device. Although the silver grain has been replaced by the 

photomechanical raster dot in print media, the camera still guarantees a significant dose of 

what Charles S. Peirce called ‘indexicality’. The metallic print of the photograph is 

transformed into a fingerprint, but it is still ultimately a print"46 . 

 

46 FONTCUBERTA, JOAN. El beso de judas, fotografía y verdad. Gustavo Gilli Editorial, Barcelona,1997, 

p.150, translation by the author. 
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With the passage of time, the demise of photography has been proclaimed on numerous 

occasions, yet none of these predictions have come to fruition. The modernist conviction that 

photography represents an accurate reflection of reality has diminished significantly. This 

notion subsequently gave rise to the concept of indexicality. It is evident that photography is 

incapable of conveying meaning by itself, without the aid of accompanying text or 

contextualisation. It is also noteworthy that digital photographs are frequently requested in 

public settings as a means of verifying identity. This practice is similarly observed in the 

domains of photojournalism and the judicial system. In these contexts, digital photography 

continues to serve as a form of "evidence," or at the very least, as a visual representation of 

textual information.  

The ongoing relevance of digital photography is exemplified by its use in the 

documentation of human rights abuses at Abu Ghraib Prison in Iraq. The images in question 

were captured by the perpetrators themselves using digital cameras and subsequently used as 

evidence to secure their conviction. It is therefore pertinent to inquire as to whether digital 

photography retains its value as proof of truth, and if so, what implications this has for the 

claim of post-photography based on the loss of indexicality.  

Two distinct paths emerge when considering the role of digital photography. One might 

be inclined to eschew digital photography on the grounds of its electronic nature, which is 

inherently devoid of indexicality. This rejection, however, is at odds with the widespread 

acceptance of digital images in the press, judicial systems, and other areas where the 

photograph's link to reality is crucial. In such a scenario, the photograph would be reduced to 

a mere icon, with its indexical quality no longer a prerequisite for its acceptance as evidence 

of truth. Consequently, the photograph's resemblance to reality would be sufficient for it to be 

regarded as a picture, even in the absence of its conventional indexical quality. 

Conversely, it is possible to view digital photography as an organic extension of 

traditional photography. However, this would imply that the entire theoretical framework 

under the umbrella of post-photography, which is centred around manipulation and the loss of 

indexicality, has failed to adequately explain this new phenomenon. In either case, the issue 

remains a significant challenge to our understanding of photography in the digital age. 
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C. The Fury of Images: Notes on Post-Photography 

 

In his forthcoming collection of texts, entitled “The Fury of Images, Notes on Post-

Photography” (2016), Fontcuberta defines post-photography as "the photography that flows in 

the hybrid space of digital sociability and that is a consequence of visual superabundance" 47. 

This new definition encompasses two key factors: firstly, the advent of mobile phones and 

social networks; and secondly, the pervasive presence of the photographic image across all 

facets of human culture. Fontcuberta will no longer attempt to reach the zero degree of 

photography or to ascertain the nature of the image. Instead, he will expand his reflections to 

encompass an understanding of the role of digital photography in society and in individuals. 

The author acknowledges that "Rather than insisting on what the image is, it is proposed 

to shift the question to how the image affects us. Focusing on effects, therefore, implies 

emphasising a sociological and anthropological perspective48 

"If photography has been tautologically linked to truth and memory, post-photography 

today breaks these links: in the ontological, it discredits the naturalistic representation of the 

camera; sociologically, it displaces the traditional territories of photographic uses. Rather 

than towards an ontology of the image, it is towards these new scenarios that I wish to focus 

my examination: what functions will photography continue to perform?"49. 

Fontcuberta believes that the essence of photography has changed, although its outward 

appearance still seems similar to its original principles. The fundamental concepts of 

photography have been transformed. These changes signal the conclusion of a visual era that 

has spanned over a century, and we are now observing a significant transformation. 

 

47 FONTCUBERTA, JOAN. La furia de las imágenes: notas sobre la postfotografía. Galaxia Gutemberg, 

ePub, 2016, Justificación par1  
48 FONTCUBERTA, JOAN. La furia de las imágenes: notas sobre la postfotografía. Galaxia Gutemberg, 

ePub, 2016 Justificacion par 4 
49 FONTCUBERTA, JOAN. La furia de las imágenes: notas sobre la postfotografía. Galaxia Gutemberg, 

ePub, 2016 Justification Par 11  
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"This disrupts everything, the economy, politics, personal relationships, 

communication.... We are heading towards a post-photographic panorama, to the extent that 

the image is immersed in a repertoire of new elements such as the internet and social networks. 

This changed world brings gains and losses"50 . 

It is important to note that the term “post-photography” does not solely refer to a 

technological advancement. It also signifies the dissolution of a visual culture that has endured 

for nearly two centuries. The advent of post-photography has rendered traditional photography 

obsolete, as it has fundamentally altered the conceptual and ideological essence of 

photography51. While images are still based on traditional principles of light and optics and 

manipulations such as photomontage have always existed, the key issue is how digital 

technology affects public perception and generates scepticism, leading to a loss of trust in 

photography. Since the turn of the millennium, the digital revolution, driven by the internet 

and social networks, has had a transformative impact on numerous aspects of life, including 

communication and politics. In this new environment of immediacy and globalisation, the 

post-photographic era is emerging, with the image becoming the core of our digital reality and 

transforming our interactions with the world52. 

Fontcuberta asserts that one of the defining characteristics of post-photographic images 

is the dematerialisation of the image. The output of a digital camera is a digital file, whereas 

in traditional photography the act of taking images is materialised in a physical element. Post-

photography is characterised by the provision of images without physical support53. The 

 

50 Transcribed interview, originally published in the print edition of the newspaper El Correo, 16 March 

2019. Text: Itxaso Elorduy. Photograph of the interview: Manu Cecilio. 

https://www.giveevig.com/entrevista-a-joan-fontcuberta-por-su-proyecto-trauma/ accessed 10/08/2010 

own translation  
50 FONTCUBERTA, JOAN. La furia de las imágenes: notas sobre la postfotografía. Galaxia Gutemberg, 

ePub, 2016, Bye bye par 4  
51 FONTCUBERTA, JOAN. La furia de las imágenes: notas sobre la postfotografía. Galaxia Gutemberg, 

ePub, 2016, Bye bye par 4 
52 FONTCUBERTA, JOAN. La furia de las imágenes: notas sobre la postfotografía. Galaxia Gutemberg, 

ePub Postphotographicidad, 2016, par 3. 
53 FONTCUBERTA, JOAN. La furia de las imágenes: notas sobre la postfotografía. Gutenberg Galaxy, 

ePub Voodoo Photography, 2016, Par 1 

https://www.giveevig.com/entrevista-a-joan-fontcuberta-por-su-proyecto-trauma/
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images in question are displayed on digital screens that do not require physical support to exist. 

This makes them an image without a fixed location and without a specific origin. In contrast 

to traditional photography, which necessitated a tangible medium for observation (such as 

albums), digital photography is pervasive and accessible in any location. The omnipresence of 

digital photography in virtual spaces represents an evolution of photography, taking it to the 

immateriality of the digital image54. 

In the social domain, the impact would have been more significant. The transformation 

of conventional applications of photography is a defining characteristic of postphotographic 

images from a sociological perspective. The focus is on the innovative roles that photography 

plays, rather than on the analysis of the image's intrinsic characteristics,55 The introduction of 

digital photography has transformed the function of images from mere mementos to a medium 

of expression, conveying a sense of vitality and presence. Such images are not regarded as 

souvenirs; rather, they are created with the intention of being discarded in the form of 

"Kleenex" tissues. This could be perceived as an evolutionary progression, whereby Homo 

sapiens becomes Homo photographicus, characterised by a duality of roles as both image 

producers and consumers. The proliferation of images on social networks and the internet 

serves to exacerbate this dynamic and represents a key aspect of contemporary existence56. In 

this phase, Homo photographicus employs the use of cameras and mobile phones with 

cameras. The result of this is an endless flux of images, both consumed and produced, which 

collectively constitute an iconic avalanche. Images are constituted in the world as if they were 

an accurate reflection of reality57. The act of photographing has become a continuous and 

ubiquitous phenomenon, with cameras present in nearly every context, recording each day of 

our lives with remarkable ease and pervasiveness. This transformation has resulted in a 

pervasive state of surveillance, wherein photography assumes the role of an all-seeing eye, 

 

54 FONTCUBERTA, JOAN. La furia de las imágenes: notas sobre la postfotografía. Galaxia Gutemberg, 

ePub Un estallido de imágenes, 2016, par 1-2.  
55 FONTCUBERTA, JOAN. La furia de las imágenes: notas sobre la postfotografía. Galaxia Gutemberg, 

ePub Justification, 2016, par 11.  
56 FONTCUBERTA, JOAN. La cámara de Pandora. Editorial Gustavo Gili, SL El ojo de dios, 2010, par12  
57 FONTCUBERTA, JOAN. La furia de las imágenes: notas sobre la postfotografía. Galaxia Gutemberg, 

ePub Un estallido de imágenes, 2016, par 1-2, par 4, par 10.   
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encompassing and observing all aspects of reality. The act of taking photographs, which was 

previously reserved for significant moments such as family events or trips, has become an 

everyday and trivial gesture, comparable to scratching one's ear58. Fontcuberta argues that 

technological change has led to digital photography absorbing the functions and values of 

traditional photography, including registration, truth, memory, archive and identity. He further 

suggests that the evolution of these functions in the twenty-first century is oriented towards 

the virtual, technological change caused digital photography to absorb the functions and values 

of traditional photography such as registration, truth, memory, archive and identity, whose 

evolution in the twenty-first century is oriented towards the virtual59. 

The conceptual basis of the notion of post-photography is the concept of visual 

capitalism. Fontcuberta refers to a system in which the production and circulation of images 

become key elements of value and power. This is manifested in the creation and construction 

of realities that serve the interests of global powers, corporations and the government. In this 

context, Fontcuberta employs the term "fictional capitalism" to describe the construction of 

alternative realities by political powers, which are then presented as genuine truths60. Similarly, 

it speaks to us of an alienation of individuals produced by techno-capitalism, which allows us 

to have access in real time to all the events of history but which we cannot access or influence. 

This alienation deepens with the loss of historical consciousness and distrust in the future. This 

form of capitalism would cause a source of inequalities, from unemployment to terrorism. 

Such a system of capitalism would result in individuals seeking refuge in an individualistic 

approach devoid of any reference to the moral or political framework that should guide them. 

At the same time, the traditional social structures, such as political parties and trade unions, 
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are experiencing a crisis. Furthermore, society is confronted with a multitude of global 

challenges, including armed conflicts, droughts, and mass migration61.   

In light of the increasing prevalence of automated devices, Fontcuberta puts forth the 

notion of humanism as a means of counteracting the potential negative effects of this 

technological advancement. In a context characterised by rapid technological growth and the 

subsequent erosion of human connection, post-photography offers a critical lens through which 

to examine and understand these changes. This concept resonates with the ideas put forth by 

Flusser & Molina (1990), who argue that in a post-industrial world shaped by sophisticated 

technology, the pursuit of freedom becomes increasingly challenging. Consequently, they 

assert that the fundamental responsibility of any philosophical approach should be the 

affirmation of freedom. Consequently, they assert that the fundamental responsibility of any 

philosophical approach should be the affirmation of freedom62. Humanism as an antidote can 

serve to address the challenges posed by post-photography and digitization. The argument is 

based on the premise that artistic creation requires intention, which in turn depends on the will 

and awareness in the face of the threat of machines and automation. To achieve this, he 

proposes the post-photographic decalogue63, turning the term into an artistic proposal, so the 

term not only refers to the impact of digital technology on social fields and individuals as 

zeitgeist or the mindset of the era, but also an artistic proposal. In his post-photographic 

decalogue, Joan Fontcuberta advances a redefinition of contemporary artistic creation. He 

proposes a shift in the approach to artistic production, moving away from the creation of 

original and tangible works and instead focusing on the management of the vast visual flow 

that characterises our era. Fontcuberta posits that the role of the artist has evolved beyond that 

of a mere image producer. Instead, he suggests that the contemporary artist should adopt the 

role of an ecological manager of visuality, responsible for mitigating the saturation of images 

through practices that promote reuse and creative recycling. This approach entails a shift 
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towards the utilisation of appropriationist practices, wherein appropriated images are 

reinterpreted, and conventional notions of intellectual property and authenticity become 

rendered moot. This results in the artist assuming the role of a meaning-maker, rather than that 

of an object-creator. Consequently, the work of art is regarded less as an original entity and 

more as a dynamic process of signification, in which the manipulation of pre-existing images 

assumes a pivotal role.  

In “The Fury of Images”, Fontcuberta develops the concept of "post-photography," 

defining it as a form of photography that has become ubiquitous on the internet. Fontcuberta 

enhances his analysis by illustrating his concepts with a diverse range of media, including not 

only photographs but also films, videos, and other forms of visual representation. This 

comprehensive approach demonstrates that post-photography is not merely a distinct genre; 

rather, it encapsulates the prevailing spirit or mindset of our contemporary era. In this way, the 

concept of post-photography is applicable to the full range of contemporary visual culture, 

including all images produced by lenses or digital software. It is therefore a holistic concept, 

integrating artistic proposals based on recycling and appropriation, the broader contemporary 

visual culture, and the photography that circulates on the internet. 
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III. Fontcuberta and his artistic work 

 

The central theme of Joan Fontcuberta's artistic oeuvre has been the medium of 

photography itself. In essence, the overarching theme of Fontcuberta's oeuvre is the 

photographic metalanguage. His work primarily concerns itself with the unravelling of the 

nature of photography and its potential as a vehicle or source of knowledge. To this end, he 

appropriates a variety of styles and media, employing a diverse array of methods and 

approaches in his work. 

"I try to get to what we could call the zero degree of photographic writing, to the 

entrails of what the photographic image represents. This sometimes involves breaking 

down a whole series of clichés and prejudices"64. 

This reference to the "writing degree zero" is a nod to the work of Roland Barthes, 

who begins the text by posing the question: what is literature? Fontcuberta's artistic work 

emulates this gesture, with the artist questioning the essence and meaning of photography 

throughout his oeuvre. He explores the multiple dimensions and interpretative possibilities 

of this medium. This precise focus on clarifying the nature of photography is likely related 

to his life experience. He was shaped by a critical outlook, having been raised in an 

environment characterised by censorship and propaganda during a period of dictatorship. 

Fontcuberta's context was distinguished by a general atmosphere of distrust towards 

official information. Additionally, he had received training and gained experience in the 

field of advertising, where the prevalence of manipulation and persuasion is a notable 

factor. This personal background has shaped his reluctance to accept information passively, 

and conversely, he has asserted a proclivity towards critical thinking with regard to 

institutions. 

 

64 FONTCUBERTA, JOAN. Intento llegar al grado cero de la escritura fotográfica. Interviewed by A. 

Luque, Revista M'Sur, 2015. https://msur.es/actualidad/joan-fontcuberta/ , accessed 07/08/2024 
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"I am a child of the Franco dictatorship, I have studied communications, I have worked 

in journalism and advertising, and all this background has made me distrustful. This 

reluctance to tacitly and innocently accept information has led me to critically question"65. 

Fontcuberta's oeuvre presents a challenge to definition. He employs a multitude of 

materials, techniques and media, and his work is multifaceted. He characterises it as 

"polyhedral", thereby underscoring the diversity and versatility of his approach. He proposes 

a work that is devoid of any aesthetically inherited or stylised approach. Despite the potential 

for diversity in terms of mediums and resources, the work maintains a conceptual coherence. 

Consequently, Fontcuberta's oeuvre does not readily conform to any pre-established 

photographic style. His repertoire of resources is diverse, encompassing works that adopt a 

documentary style, others that present experimental images, and still others that employ the 

appropriation of images. In conclusion, Fontcuberta demonstrates an ease with which he 

navigates between different photographic genres. It would be inaccurate to associate his work 

with a specific visual aesthetic. If there is one defining characteristic of Fontcuberta's work, it 

is his refusal to be confined to a specific photographic style. Instead, he prioritises conceptual 

considerations over formal ones, employing a range of creative strategies to achieve this. 

"I think my work is very polyhedral. I have never considered myself a prisoner of a 

specific style, although I do maintain coherence with a series of conceptual concerns which I 

unveil with different strategies"66. 

The diversity of Fontcuberta's work may prove confusing to the uninitiated, as it is not 

immediately evident what the artist is trying to achieve. In each project, the author employs a 

distinct approach to the aesthetic presentation of his work, utilising a range of genres and 

photographic styles in accordance with the specific objectives of whichever project he is 

engaged with67.  

 

65 FONTCUBERTA, JOAN. Intento llegar al grado cero de la escritura fotográfica. Interviewed by A. 

Luque, Revista M'Sur, 2015. https://msur.es/actualidad/joan-fontcuberta/, accessed 07/08/2024 
66 FONTCUBERTA, JOAN. Camouflages, Barcelona, Editorial Gustavo Gili, 2013, p. 200. 
67 CRUZ HERNÁNDEZ, ROSA. Joan Fontcuberta. Theory and History of Photography in Catalonia 

1974-2014. (Master's Thesis in Advanced Studies in Art History, University of Barcelona), 2014, p. 34. 
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"It can disorientate the spectator who is not very attentive or knowledgeable about the 

aims pursued by the artist. Because in each project Fontcuberta maintains the conceptual as 

a common denominator, but resolves in completely different terms the aesthetic appearance, 

the setting in space and the conditions of reception. [...] Images, for Fontcuberta, do not 

acquire meaning for themselves but for the position they occupy in certain ideological and 

cultural structures"68. 

The diversity of Fontcuberta's work may prove challenging for those unacquainted with 

it, as the artist's intentions may not be immediately apparent. In each project, the author 

employs a distinct approach to the aesthetic presentation of his work, utilising a range of genres 

and photographic styles in accordance with the specific objectives of the project in question69. 

Fontcuberta's oeuvre can be classified into three principal categories. The first category 

comprises works that focus on the index and experimentation with photographic material. 

These works reflect an artistic freedom that challenges the automatism of the camera. Another 

category of Fontcuberta's work consists of parody documentaries that challenge the authority 

of institutions that perpetuate and construct knowledge through the medium of photography, 

including museums, the media, science, and the press. A third group of works comprises 

software programmes that generate images, aligning with the concept of post-photography in 

the context of digital photography on the internet. It should be noted that this classification is 

not entirely comprehensive, as some of Fontcuberta's works exhibit characteristics that span 

multiple categories. Throughout his career, these three types of works have coexisted and 

evolved in parallel, making it challenging to delineate distinct periods. To illustrate the nuances 

of this classification, we will examine one piece of art from each category. 

A. Mockumentaries 

The following works are particularly noteworthy in this group: Herbarium (1982), Fauna 

(1989), Safari (1992), Retseh-Cor (1993), The Artist and Photography (1995), Sputnik (1996), 
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Aeroliths (2000), Mermaids (2000), Pin Zhuang (2001), Miracles & Co (2002), The Island of the 

Basques (2003), Deconstructing Osama (2006), etc. 

In the series categorised as Mockumentaries, Fontcuberta challenges the conventional 

notion of documentary photography as a definitive form of truth or evidence. Additionally, he 

critiques the role of institutions that utilise photography as a means of constructing narratives of 

truth and knowledge. These institutions include museums, mass media, governments, and 

academia, among others. Fontcuberta calls into question the authority of these institutions by 

creating images that, while fictional, are so well crafted and documented that they challenge the 

viewer's credulity. In doing so, he challenges the ability of photography to convey objective and 

self-evident truth and the blind trust in institutions that use photography as a tool of legitimation. 

The staging is based on implausible narratives that verge on parody, incorporating a substantial 

degree of humour70 . 

The author's work is characterised by an exploration of the boundaries between reality 

and fiction, as evidenced by projects such as Herbarium, Fauna, and Sputnik. In these works, 

Fontcuberta challenges the authority of institutions that utilise photography. 

Fontcuberta's work, as evidenced by projects such as Herbarium, Fauna, and Sputnik, 

engages with the boundaries between reality and fiction, and with the authority of institutions 

that utilise photography. In doing so, he encourages the viewer to consider the veracity of the 

images and the authority of the institutions that produce and utilise them as instruments of 

power and control. In this sense, Fontcuberta aligns himself with other scholars such as John 

Tagg, Allan Sekula, Vilém Flusser, and John Berger, who challenge the notion of an intrinsic 

value in photography. Instead, they emphasise how the meaning of a photographic image is 

determined by the contexts of use. These scholars argue that photography is not inherently 

objective or truthful and that its interpretation and importance are shaped by the social, 

political, and cultural conditions that make photographic production possible. 
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In this regard, these scholars highlight that photographic images are shaped by power 

relations and dominant discourses. Fontcuberta contributes to these debates by challenging the 

conventional narratives of truth and evidence in photography. He draws attention to the ways 

in which museums, mass media and science can manipulate photography for their own 

purposes. In doing so, he encourages a more profound examination of the essence of 

photography and its function in the formation of reality and knowledge.  

Fontcuberta offers a critique of the current predominance of mass media, which he 

considers to be a significant source of contention due to the influence they exert on public 

opinion and political agendas. This generates a conflict between the purported obligation to 

serve the public interest and the profit-oriented logic of these corporations. Such tensions 

frequently give rise to conflicts that require citizens to maintain a state of vigilance. 

Fontcuberta's artistic mission is to elucidate this contradiction through the medium of 

photography, demonstrating its persuasive capacity. Fontcuberta refers to his projects as 

"vaccines" against authoritarian discourse, underscoring that these challenges extend beyond 

the media to encompass social organizations, academia, science, religion, and the artistic 

community itself71. 

Fauna  

This is an archive that was discovered by Joan Fontcuberta and Pere Formiguera. It 

belonged to the zoology professor Peter Ameisenhaufen, who, in 1932, following his dismissal 

from the University of Munich, embarked on a global journey. Ameisenhaufen was engaged 

in the pursuit of exceptions to Darwin's theory of evolution. One member of his team with 

whom he undertook his remarkable travels was the biologist and photographer Hans von 

Kubert.  

Ameisenhaufen made the discovery and subsequent cataloguing of an extinct chimera-

like bestiary, comprising species such as the Ceropithecis icaracornu, a creature that is a 

combination of monkey and winged unicorn, or the Centaurus neanderthalensis, a mixture of 

monkey and horse, among other similarly fantastical beasts. Fontcuberta and Formiguera 
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consider this archive, comprising a wide range of documents including field notebooks, 

manuscripts, letters, photographs, X-rays, stuffed animals, skeletons, audio recordings, and so 

forth, to be of significant value. The curators of the archive have stated that this discovery 

initially prompted considerable controversy. However, the evidence presented in the 

photograph was ultimately sufficient to dispel these doubts. The value of this material lies not 

only in its scientific value, but also as a testament to the evolution of modern photography and 

the aesthetic principles that guided documentary photography in the latter half of the 20th 

century72 .  

The exhibition presents the components of the archive in a manner that evokes the 

passage of time. The archives are exhibited in accordance with the established museum 

protocols, presented in showcases and urns as if they were irreplaceable materials to be 

preserved. Nevertheless, at no point is it indicated that the entire narrative is a work of fiction, 

nor is it stated that both Prof. Ameisenhaufen and his assistant Hans von Kubert are fictional 

characters. Fontcuberta states that the objective of this artistic endeavour is to facilitate the 

deconstruction of the mechanisms employed to transmit and acquire knowledge. He asserts 

that the truth is merely a conjecture or a fantasy, and that these narratives serve specific 

agendas (Annexes 1, 2,3).  

This work calls into question the scientific establishment, which Fontcuberta regards 

as the last bastion of moral authority, in comparison to the servility of the media73. Fauna is an 

installation comprising a variety of media, including photography, sound, drawing and 

dioramas, which collectively represent a fantastic and impossible bestiary. The exhibition is 

granted approval and validity when shown in a museum and in accordance with the museum's 

protocols. This demonstrates that the power of Prof. Ameisenhaufen's archive resides in the 

institution that hosts the archive (in this case, the museum). This is the core critique. 

 

72 FONTCUBERTA, JOAN. Camouflages, Barcelona, Editorial Gustavo Gili, 2013, p. 55. 
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It is pertinent to recall Agamben's concept of Dispositive in this context. Fontcuberta 

employs a diverse array of materials, including drawings, audio recordings, stuffed animals, 

photographs, maps, letters, notebooks, and other textual and visual elements. The construction 

and presentation of a false narrative within the context of a museum, which is then accepted 

as truth. The museum environment and the objects presented are not merely an exhibition 

space; they act as a Dispositive. This concept was introduced by Foucault and later developed 

by Agamben. It encompasses both linguistic and non-linguistic elements, including discourses, 

institutions, buildings, laws, police measures, and philosophical propositions, among others. 

Such entities are invariably imbued with relations of power and knowledge. These entities can 

be described as any object or phenomenon that has the capacity to influence, regulate, and 

guarantee the actions, behaviours, opinions, and speeches of living beings. This encompasses 

not only institutions explicitly associated with power, such as prisons, asylums, schools, and 

factories, but also seemingly innocuous elements like writing, literature, philosophy, 

agriculture, smoking, navigation, computers, mobile phones, and even language itself. 

It can be argued that a museum and the objects it houses can be understood as devices. 

This is due to the manner in which they organise and disseminate knowledge and authority74. 

The museum constitutes a component of a more extensive apparatus, which encompasses both 

tangible elements (the objects exhibited) and intangible elements (curatorial discourses, 

thematic exhibitions, historical interpretations). These elements collectively constitute a 

network that informs and influences the public's perception and understanding of history, art, 

and the subjects represented in the museum's collections. The museum exhibits a symbolic 

power through the selection, interpretation, and presentation of specific objects. The selection 

and arrangement of objects not only captures the attention of the public, but also guides their 

interpretations and reflections on certain topics. The objects on display are not merely 

historical or artistic pieces; they are active components within a script that models the 

collective understanding of specific topics, such as culture, history, memory, and so forth.  

 

74 AGAMBEN, GIORGIO. What is a device? Paris: éditions Payot & Rivages, 2014, p.9 



41 

 

In the case of Fontcuberta's work, the museum and all the objects it contains become a 

device that presents an evidently fictitious story imbued with humour and irony. This is done 

with the aim of questioning the institutions that utilise photography as a means of transmitting 

knowledge and influencing public perception. 

In the case of "Fauna," the objects and environment of the natural history museum are 

employed in a strategic manner to challenge the prevailing assumption that photography 

represents objective truth and to question the institutions that rely on it. Fontcuberta employs 

his work to elucidate the manner in which devices (in this instance, the museum and its 

contents) disseminate knowledge or narratives and project an understanding of how the natural 

and cultural world is perceived and interpreted. Consequently, Fontcuberta's work employs the 

museum apparatus as a critical instrument to demonstrate how devices are inherently imbued 

with relations of power that shape the interpretation and construction of reality. In this regard, 

Fontcuberta deconstructs and elucidates the underlying mechanisms of authority, hierarchy, 

and information transmission within institutions such as museums. 

Fontcuberta's work has been described as a simulacrum, presenting false facts and 

situations as true. The purpose of simulation is to prompt the viewer to question whether they 

are observing something that may be unreal, even if it is presented in a museum setting. This 

challenges the traditional role of the museum as a repository of knowledge and veracity. It also 

prompts a re-evaluation of the museum institution and the visual devices it employs, such as 

photography75. It is also noteworthy that the literary narrative is employed as a device to 

convey these fictions. The stories are remarkable for their capacity to evoke feelings of 

astonishment and surprise, largely due to their fantastical nature and the inherent difficulty in 

accepting their veracity. However, this is counterbalanced by the use of photographic evidence 

and other techniques to present the stories as factual, effectively positioning photography as a 

form of proof for implausible narratives. 

 

75ARANGO, P. (08/06/2021), Curatorial texts, Banrepcutural, 
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"One of these is the strategy of storytelling. It is not the only one but it is the one that 

has surely been the most distinctive of my work for the public. I have even come to consider 

myself a "writer" who uses the camera to narrate fictions. I don t dislike this term but for me 

the important aspect is not the plot of my stories because those plots are a pure pretext to 

critically analyse the situation of photography. On the other hand, the strategy of storytelling 

allows me to appropriate things from the particularities of photography according to the field 

in which it develops, be it the mass media, science, religion, art, advertising politics private 

life etc. According to my understanding, photography lives very different lives according to 

the room it inhabits"76.  

It is not the intention of fauna to deceive. The objective of these images is to sow doubt 

in the viewer and to prompt critical scepticism. They challenge the conventions of 

documentary photography. The images of this remarkable collection of creatures are supported 

by a variety of techniques, including literary narrative and the museum itself. Upon closer 

examination, these images reveal a multitude of constructed layers and elements of fiction. 

This strategy does not merely highlight the limitations of photographic representation. 

Furthermore, it prompts reflection on the manner in which we perceive and comprehend the 

reality enshrined by institutions. "There is not a will to deceive but precisely to activate a 

critical scepticism, a doubt"77. 

B. Index and experimentation 

The present body of work is distinguished by an exploration of index theories in 

semiotics through the utilisation of experimentation with the chemical materials of traditional 

photography. Furthermore, the use of found photographs that have lost their connection with 

a referent serves to distinguish this body of work. This series demonstrates a notable degree of 

artistic autonomy, which stands in contrast to the intrinsic, automated functionality of the 

camera. In this series of works, the camera is employed in a peripheral manner. These works 

challenge the assumption that photography should be inherently linked to a referent. 

 

76 FONTCUBERTA, JOAN. Camouflages, Barcelona, Editorial Gustavo Gili, 2013, p.200 
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Fontcuberta employs two distinct approaches in this regard. The initial approach is based on 

the utilisation of fundamental techniques, including the photogram and chemogram, among 

others. These techniques are employed either independently or in conjunction with other 

methods, such as tearing and collage. These techniques are employed on the image support, 

which may be a negative, photographic paper, or another material. The second approach 

employs photographic images that have become detached from their referent. This 

phenomenon is the result of the deterioration or biological degradation of the photographic 

materials in question. 

Fontcuberta posits that avoiding the camera frees one from the ideologies of 

representation. This statement may be interpreted as a critique of the conventional use of the 

camera. By eschewing the use of the camera, avenues for exploring alternative forms of image 

creation are opened up, unencumbered by the constraints of historical and cultural influences. 

"to dispense with the camera means to free oneself from the dominant representational 

ideologies of the ballast inherited from the industrial revolution and capitalism. The 

photogram represents heterodoxy with respect to a hegemonic photographic culture"78. 

In this series, the following stand out: Frottograms (1987), Palimpsests (1990), 

Calligrams of Light (1993), Zoographies (1994), Terrain Vague (1996), Blow up (2009), 

Gastropoda (2016), Trauma (2016). 

 

Blow up Blow up  

In 2003, he was invited to assume the role of Professor at Harvard University. A 

significant portion of his coursework involved the analysis of cinematic works, including 

Blow-Up (1966) by Michelangelo Antonioni. This artistic production bears a notable 

resemblance to the aforementioned film. The plot of the film is as follows: the setting is the 

City of London in the 1960s. Thomas, a fashion photographer, ventures into a park where he 
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observes a couple of lovers in the distance. He then proceeds to raise his camera and take 

several photographs of the couple. Upon his imminent departure from the scene, the woman 

demands the film, to which he responds in the negative. This prompts a pursuit, which 

culminates in a chase back to his studio. Thomas then deliberately provides another roll to the 

woman. Upon the woman's departure, Thomas proceeded to enlarge the photographs in his 

laboratory setting, where he made an unanticipated discovery. Upon enlarging the images, he 

discerns a disturbing sight amidst the undergrowth: a man bearing what seems to be a firearm. 

In another image, he observes what appears to be a body positioned prone on the grass. At this 

juncture, Thomas surmises that he may have inadvertently documented a homicide.  

Subsequently, he repeats the enlargement process with the intention of elucidating 

further details of the scene. However, these enlargements only reveal abstract patterns of black 

and white. Convinced that he had witnessed a crime, he returned to the park where he 

discovered a corpse. The following day, he discovered that his studio had been looted and that 

all the negatives and photographs had been removed, leaving only a single image as proof of 

the crime. However, this image was so enlarged that it was impossible to recognise anything 

in it. He then returns to the park and is surprised to find that the body he saw the night before 

has disappeared, leaving no evidence of what he believes was a crime. Thomas, lacking 

tangible evidence, is disinclined to accept the veracity of his own observations, particularly in 

the absence of corroboration. In Blow-Up, Fontcuberta posits that "The film presents an 

exploration of the concept of illusion, delving into the nuances of fiction and the dialectic 

between perceived reality and actuality"79. 

In this cinematic exercise, Fontcuberta proposes to examine the scene in which Thomas 

frantically enlarges the images of the crime he witnessed in the park, and resumes the process 

of enlarging the frames to the point that it is no longer possible to recognise an intelligible 

image.  
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https://www.facebook.com/AzkunaZentroa/videos/573494056516384/, min. 2.31, accessed 07/08/2024 
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In the field of science and technology, the process of magnifying an image is employed 

as a method for discerning details that fall beyond the range of vision. For instance, 

microscopes permit the observation of structures at the cellular and subcellular levels, thereby 

revealing a hitherto hidden world at extremely small scales. In analogue photography, the 

enlarger is used to enlarge images, facilitating the creation of copies in different sizes. In the 

film that inspires this work, the protagonist uses the camera and an enlarger to see in detail the 

frame of an event that he believes to have been a crime. Fontcuberta takes up the action of the 

protagonist of the film and continues to enlarge the frames of the alleged crime, obtaining 

images that are unrecognizable. these images create further confusion Instead of clarifying the 

situation, it becomes opaque. 

"The paradox is that once our threshold of intelligibility is exceeded, the monumental 

enlargements lose all reference to the initial scene and instead allow all the information 

intrinsic to the film support itself to emerge (the grain, the scratches, the unrecognisable 

shapes of black and white spots..." 80. 

From a technical standpoint, it is an inherent expectation of any device designed to 

magnify an image, such as a magnifying glass, a microscope, or an enlarger, to reveal details 

that are not perceptible to the naked eye. These instruments are specifically designed to 

overcome the limitations of human vision and gain access to information that would otherwise 

remain hidden. Although the enlarger is a tool employed in the printing of photographs, when 

used on film it is utilised in a manner akin to that of a microscope or magnifying glass.  

Fontcuberta repeats the same gesture and interprets the details revealed by the 

enlargements, such as scratches and stains, as the point at which the image dematerialises. 

Therefore, when the resemblance or likeness to the original object is removed, the resulting 

image is devoid of any tangible connection to its referent. In this sense, enlargement serves as 

a means of investigating the boundaries of representation, by rendering images abstract and 

 

80ÀNGELS BARCELONA (nd) http://angelsbarcelona.com/en/artists/joan-fontcuberta/projects/blow-up-

blow-up/131 accessed 08/09/2024 
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unrecognisable. Fontcuberta highlights the intrinsic limitations of photographic images, as 

well as other forms of representation. 

"We no longer see something identifiable in reality, but we enter into what would be 

the same material particles that make up the image, therefore the project asks us, what are 

images made of? To what extent are the documents fragile? to what extent beyond the 

representation do the very trains of what makes up the images appear: the photographic grain, 

the scratches, the physical substrate of the support, in the end we are talking about the corpse, 

a crime is committed, but we are also talking about the corpse of the representation”81. 

Fontcuberta's decision to resume the enlargement of the images of the film's protagonist 

represents a conceptual choice. Fontcuberta's objective is not to observe the configuration of 

the silver grain on the film, nor is it to examine scratches or other imperfections or physical 

characteristics. The enlarger enables an exploration in a metaphorical mode, according to the 

author, with the objective of gaining insight into the metaphysical nature of the image. In 

conclusion, Fontcuberta establishes an analogy between the corpse of the crime and the corpse 

of the photographic representation. The enlargement of the image reveals the "death" or 

disintegration of the image, which raises questions about the essence of photography and its 

ability to capture reality. In conclusion, the utilisation of the enlarger not only provides a 

visually striking technique, but also enables Fontcuberta to proclaim the demise of 

representation and reality in a direct and empirical manner (Annexe 4).  

Mata (2016) proposes that Fontcuberta's interest in an aesthetics of enlargement can be 

traced back to the reflections of Roland Barthes, who, in a passage of his text Camera Lucida, 

repeats the same gesture in order to gain insight into the nature of the image82. 

 

81 AZKUNA ZENTROA-ALHÓNDIGA BILBAO. Interview Joan Fontcuberta, (21/08/2019), 

https://www.facebook.com/AzkunaZentroa/videos/573494056516384/, min. 5, accesed 07/08/20244, own 

translation. 
82 MATA, MONICA From images of the world to the world of images. Documentation and analysis of 

Joan Fontcuberta's writings as an approach to the theory of photography (Doctoral dissertation, University 

of Murcia), 2016, p232. 
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"At the first moment I exclaimed: “It's her! It's herself! It's her at last!" Now I try to 

know -and to be able to say perfectly- why, what she is... I want to delimit the beloved face 

with my thoughts, to make it the only field of intense observation: I want to enlarge that face 

in order to see it better, to understand it better, to know its truth (and sometimes, naïvely, I 

entrust this task to a laboratory). I believe that by enlarging the detail gradually (so that each 

cliché engenders smaller details than in the preceding cliché) I shall succeed in getting to my 

mother's being.... Photography justifies such a desire, even if it does not fulfil it: I can only 

have the excessive hope of discovering the truth by the fact that the noema of the Photo is 

precisely that this has been and because I live with the illusion that it is enough to clean the 

surface of the image to access what is behind: To scrutinize means to turn the photo upside 

down, to enter into the depth of the paper, to reach its reverse side (what is hidden is for us 

Westerners more "true" than what is visible). Unfortunately, no matter how much I search, I 

discover nothing: if I enlarge, nothing appears other than the roughness of the paper..."83. 

This text introduces the search for the essence of Barthes' photography and his 

frustration at failing to recognize his loved one in the image. Barthes embarks on a meticulous 

analysis using the method of enlarging the image in a laboratory. He believes that as he 

enlarges the images, they will reveal their nature. However, he only finds the roughness of the 

paper, which leads to frustration and disappointment. This represents a rhetorical strategy 

deployed by Barthes, who seeks to decipher an emotional phenomenon through the application 

of scientific tools and methods. This approach could be regarded as a methodological misstep, 

given the epistemological differences between the sciences, emotions and emotional 

interpretation. However, Barthes employs this as a rhetorical device, utilizing the situation as 

a metaphor to elucidate the constraints of photography and its inability to transcend the visible 

to reveal the truth beyond it. In this context, the figure of the mother in the narrative can be 

seen as a representation of photography. 

 

83BARTHES, ROLAND. The camera lucida: a note on photography, 1989, p 152 153, own translation.  
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C. Post Photography 

These works are characterised by the utilisation of digital image generation software 

and the employment of image search engines to generate novel images. These images reflect 

Fontcuberta's most recent conceptualisation of post-photography, which he defines as 

photography that circulates on the internet and the application of the tenets of post-

photography. The projects included in this category exemplify these ideas. In this series, the 

following works are particularly noteworthy: Securitas (1999), Orogenesis Landscapes 

without Memory (2003), Google gramas (2005), Nemotipos (2024), among others. 

Google gramas  

The project was exhibited in 2005, it started when Fontcuberta met with software 

developer Frank Mitley, who created a software that generated photo mosaics. Fontcuberta 

found this software interesting and subsequently contacted the programmer to request 

adaptations to meet his specific requirements. The process of creating a photo mosaic involves 

dividing an image into a pre-defined number of cells, which can range from 1,000 to 20,000 

or beyond. The software examines the histogram of each cell, evaluating the density (either 

lighter or darker) and colours (magenta, green, or yellow), then uses Google's image search 

engine to collect photos in real time with similar density and colour, using specific keywords.  

The photos are then reduced to the size of each cell, with each original cell replaced by 

them. This allows the main image to be reconstructed from thousands of tiny photos. This is 

the process by which a mosaic is created84. This work is aligned with the concept of post-

photography, a form of photography that is mainly manifested through the internet and digital 

platforms. It follows the precepts of the photographic decalogue, which states that 

photographers should resort to images that already exist instead of generating new ones. In this 

context, the role of the photographer is to collect and repurpose existing images. This approach 

reflects a practice in which the author relinquishes the traditional role of creator, assuming 

instead the role of curator and recycler of images. As Fontcuberta notes, the photographer is 

 

84 SANCHIS, LUCAS. Lecture Joan Fontcuberta (14/05/2012), min 1,21. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TqfVO0xGUMY 1.21min, accessed 07/08/2024, translation by the 

author 
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dedicated to recycling images and "prescribing new meanings," endowing them with new 

significance. This work offers multiple interpretations. From a certain distance, the image can 

be perceived as a mosaic. Upon closer examination through the use of a digital zoom, it 

becomes evident that the image is composed of a multitude of smaller images. This can be 

interpreted as a metaphor for digital images, given that digital images are also composed of 

smaller units, or pixels. Consequently, each cell of the mosaic could be interpreted as a pixel. 

However, in mosaics, pixels are replaced by photographs, which would result in the formation 

of images comprising multiple layers of interconnected images. This accumulation of images 

within the original image demonstrates the construction of images from a multitude of 

interrelated layers.  

In this sense, Google grams may be considered meta images, as defined by Mitchell, in 

three aspects: firstly, they are images that contain other images; secondly, they are images that 

speak of other images through self-referentiality; and thirdly, they lack transparency, 

constantly inviting the viewer to question their nature85. 

Fontcuberta posits that contemporary society is characterised by a transformation of 

reality into a constant flow of images. This phenomenon has been accelerated and amplified 

by the advent of the internet, which has become a virtual universe in which a significant 

proportion of the population spends a considerable amount of time. 

"What I have tried to do is to give an account of how reality is transformed into images, 

we live in a world of images.... The Internet represents a duplicate of reality, a universe in 

which many people already live, if today Cervantes had written Don Quixote he would not 

have gone crazy in a library reading novels of chivalry but precisely browsing the Internet and 

turning from one page to another86. 

 

85 PROULX, CHRISTELLE. Déployer le réseau en images: les Googlegrams d'Abu Ghraib, 2014, p 89.  
86EITB, (Feb 3, 2010), The Catalan photographer Joan Fontcuberta creates his Googlegram works with 

images obtained on the internet, https://youtu.be/SomAcjkgVrI. min 1.38, accessed 07/08/2024 traduccion 

propia  
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In this context, the reference to Cervantes and his work Don Quixote serves as a 

powerful metaphor. If Cervantes had written his novel in the present era, the character of Don 

Quixote would have been rendered insane by the vast and complex world of images that 

circulate on the internet. These images already configure a parallel reality that borders on 

alienation. It is pertinent to cite Flusser, who, in a similar vein, reminds us that: 

"Man forgets that he produces images in order to find his way in the world; now try to 

find it in these. He no longer deciphers his own images, but lives according to them; 

imagination has become hallucination"87. 

According to Fontcuberta in Hidalgo88 Googlegrams invite a deep reflection on the idea of 

the Internet as a universal archive. The programs that generate these images are based on search 

engines that are fed by words proposed by the operator, when entering these search terms, the 

results are configured from causal and temporal relationships, but chance also intervenes, since 

the programs process the commands following the literal meaning of the words. This process 

can lead to erroneous connections, which sometimes manifest as "noises" or imperfections in 

the system. Such errors can be interpreted as failures in cataloguing, thus revealing the intrinsic 

limitations of these programs and the complex web of information in the digital age.  

Additionally, Google grams make a critic and denounce power and politics, for example, 

most google grams are made up of world-famous photographs that have put issues such as 

terrorism, human rights, migration, wars, etc. on the political agenda. For example, in the 

Googlegram titled Abu Graib, you see the iconic photo of private Lynndie England humiliating 

an Iraqi prisoner in the Abu Ghraib detention centre in Baghdad. The key words used in this 

image were all the names of the soldiers involved in these violations of human rights from the 

privates to the US president89 (Annexe 5). 

 

87 FLUSSER, VILEM. Towards a philosophy of photography. Mexico: Trillas, 1990, p. 13. 
88 HIDALGO, EMILSE. Datascapes or the visual landscapes of globalization. Joan Fontcuberta's 

Googlegrams and Gordon Cheung's Technophobia The Fabric of Communication, vol. 15, 2011, pp. 13-

27. 
89 HIDALGO, EMILSE. Datascapes or the visual landscapes of globalization. Joan Fontcuberta's 

Googlegrams and Gordon Cheung's Technophobia The Fabric of Communication, vol. 15, 2011, pp. 13-

27. 
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IV. Conclusions 

In his text the Kiss of Judas (1997), the author examines the relationship between 

photography, fiction and reality, questioning the traditional view of photography as a mere 

reflection of reality. He argues that the belief in photography's objectivity stems from viewing 

the camera as a mechanical device that reproduces reality without human intervention. This 

notion has roots in Renaissance painting and the camera obscura, which projected images onto 

surfaces and set the stage for photography. The 19th-century invention of photography 

reinforced the idea of natural automatism, supported by slogans like "Let Nature do what 

Nature made," suggesting that the camera could capture reality with unmatched precision. This 

view helped establish photography as a form of irrefutable evidence, leading to the concept of 

photographic indexicality, where photographs are seen as direct, causal links to the reality they 

depict. Although his reflections have semiotics and the theory of indexicality as their starting 

point, for this author they are insufficient to capture the complexity of visual communication. 

Photography is not limited to being a "trace", but is presented as a medium capable of 

constructing and distorting reality. Throughout his work, Fontcuberta argues that photography 

has always been a construct and affirms that the notion of photography as irrefutable proof of 

reality is problematic. Fontcuberta identifies a crisis, which is linked to the transition to 

postmodernity, and argues that the belief in photography as a faithful mirror of reality is linked 

to the values of modernity.  

In the text Pandora's Camera (2010), Fontcuberta adds to his reflections towards the 

domain of digital technology, emphasising the transformative impact of this field on the 

practice of photography. In this text, he introduces the term "post photography", associating it 

with the loss of indexicality and the status of a faithful reflection of reality. Furthermore, he 

highlights that digital images can be easily manipulated, thus undermining the traditional 

notion of photography as an objective and unalterable medium. These tensions are reflected in 

her story, "I Met the Spice Girls," in which Fontcuberta recounts how he used a photo booth 

in London to create a composite photograph with those pop stars, thereby exemplifying the 

subversion of traditional photographic purposes. Fontcuberta draws a comparison between 

analogue photography, which involves a direct interaction between light and photosensitive 
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material, and a physical inscription, where indexicality is central to the process. In contrast, 

digital photography, constructed pixel by pixel, bears resemblance to a deliberate and creative 

process, analogous to that of writing or painting. Fontcuberta draws attention to the "capacity 

for manipulation and plasticity" afforded by digital photography, establishing a parallel with 

the decisions that a painter makes with each brushstroke. This malleability gives rise to the 

hypothesis that the natural progression between these media must have been from painting to 

digital photography. Fontcuberta's use of terminology drawn from painting, such as "brush" 

and "brush stroke," suggests that digital photography is shaped by the artist's subjectivity. He 

posits that digital photography signifies a return to painting's iconicity, perceiving analogue 

photography as an inadvertent interlude due to its mechanical and ostensibly neutral nature, 

which aligns with the nineteenth-century positivist ideals of reality representation.  

Fontcuberta's assertion of a distinctive connection between painting and digital 

photography, emphasising plasticity and manipulation, fails to acknowledge photography's 

own historical trajectory in these domains. During the Stalinist era, there was a blurring of the 

distinction between photography and painting in Soviet visual culture. Socialist realist 

paintings aimed for photographic realism, while photographs were heavily retouched to the 

extent that they cannot be considered genuine photographs. Despite maintaining references to 

specific places and times, their manipulation positioned them between photography and 

painting. Moreover, In the context of advertising, photographs serve as persuasive elements in 

conjunction with text, colour, and line. They do not purport to be a reflection of reality. This 

indicates that traditional photography is as versatile as painting, which challenges the rationale 

for differentiating them based on plasticity.  

In his 2016 publication, “The Fury of Images”, Fontcuberta defines post-photography 

as a photograph that circulates on the internet. In this definition, indexicality plays a secondary 

role. His work reflects the impact of digital technology, photography, mobile devices and 

social networks on society and individuals. The dematerialisation of the photographic image 

is a key characteristic of this phenomenon. Digital photography outputs an electronic file, 

eliminating the need for physical supports traditionally used in photography. These images are 

now immaterial, residing on screens and virtual spaces. Joan Fontcuberta's work is centred on 
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the medium of photography itself, particularly its dual nature as both a tangible object and a 

representation of reality. His work investigates the potential of photography as a conduit for 

knowledge and challenges traditional perceptions of its role. Fontcuberta's diverse approach, 

employing various styles, artistic genres and mediums, reflects his interest in identifying the 

essence or the "zero degree" of the photographic medium. 

Fontcuberta's work defies easy categorisation, as it encompasses a range of styles, 

including documentary, experimental and appropriated imagery. There is a consistent 

emphasis on conceptual elements over formal aspects. Mr. Fontcuberta characterizes his work 

as "polyhedral," underscoring its diversity and resistance to stylistic constraints. This 

multiplicity is underpinned by a common conceptual foundation. His body of work can be 

broadly categorised into three areas: experimentation with photographic material, faux 

documentaries and digitally-generated images. However, these categories often overlap and 

have coexisted in his work, making it challenging to delineate distinct phases in his career. 

Our research has revealed that the concept of indexicality has been a consistent theme 

throughout Fontcuberta's artistic career. From the outset of his career, he has challenged the 

notion that photography is a direct representation of reality or an index. By employing the 

techniques of the mockumentary or false documentary, he illustrates that photography, in and 

of itself, is unable to convey any definitive information. Instead, it is used to validate and 

reinforce existing normative discourses. Fontcuberta has also created a number of pieces 

exploring the concept of the photographic trace through experimentation. These works 

represent experiments with the materials traditionally used in photography, allowing for 

greater freedom and exploration than would be possible with automated cameras. The advent 

of digital technology has led to the emergence of a new thematic area, post-photography, which 

is characterised by image recycling and appropriationism. 
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V. Annexes 

Annex 1. Formiguera, P., Fontcuberta J., Fauna, MACBA Centaurus 

Neanderthalensis, https://www.macba.cat/es/obra/r1659-fauna/, acceseed:13/08/2024 

 

  

https://www.macba.cat/es/obra/r1659-fauna/
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Annex 2. Formiguera, P., Fontcuberta J., Fauna, MACBA, Centaurus neanderthalensis 

https://www.macba.cat/es/obra/r1659-fauna/,  acceseed:13/08/2024 

 

 

  

https://www.macba.cat/es/obra/r1659-fauna/
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Annex 3. Formiguera, P., Fontcuberta J., Fauna Ceropithecis icaracornu, Fotogasteiz, 

https://fotogasteiz.com/blog/fotografos/joan-fontcuberta-vida-obra-biografia/#mesmerize-

gallery-1-group-13 acceseed:13/08/2024 

 

 

  

https://fotogasteiz.com/blog/fotografos/joan-fontcuberta-vida-obra-biografia/#mesmerize-gallery-1-group-13
https://fotogasteiz.com/blog/fotografos/joan-fontcuberta-vida-obra-biografia/#mesmerize-gallery-1-group-13
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Annex 4. Fontcuberta J., Blow up blow up, Occurrence, espace d’art et d’essai 

contemporains, https://www.occurrence.ca/joan-fontcuberta/ accesed 13/08/2024 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

https://www.occurrence.ca/joan-fontcuberta/
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Annex 5. Fontcuberta J, Abu Ghraib Googlegrames series 2004, http://espaivisor.com/, 

13/08/2024 
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