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It is beyond doubt that Twitter has become one of the most important media and it is more 

interesting to scroll one’s Instagram feed than go to an art museum or gallery. The comments on 

artist’s work on social media are often more relevant than the critics’ reviews written in dense 

artspeak. Majority of them, furthermore, would be less inclined to discuss actual artwork than to 

express their helpless anger at Facebook, Google or “capitalism” in general for using their 

random selfies to train face recognition neural networks. Few others would have to go to the 

extremes and rely on swearwords or sarcasm in order to make their voices heard, like Cristina 

Bogdan just did in a review of Transmediale 2018 or Jerry Saltz—in a review of The New 

Museum’s 2018 Triennial.1 There is no better time and place to endlessly conflate fact and 

fiction, reality and opinion. Successful examples abound—from Amalia Ulman’s makeover 

selfies to Oobah Butler’s restaurant The Shed at Dulwich.2  

In what follows, I present five problematic and much—or sometimes not enough—

discussed claims about photography and its role in contemporary society. These claims take the 

                                                           
1 Cristina Bogdan, “Fuck off Transmediale (provisional title),” Revista Arta, February 8, 2018, 

http://revistaarta.ro/en/column/fuck-off-transmediale-provisional-title/; Jerry Saltz, “The New Museum’s 

‘I Am More Woke Than You’ Triennial,” New York Magazine / Vulture, February 20, 2018, 

http://www.vulture.com/2018/02/the-new-museums-i-am-more-woke-than-you-triennial.html. 
2 Amalia Ulman, Excellences & Perfections (2014), on view at the New Museum’s Online Exhibition: 

https://www.newmuseum.org/exhibitions/view/amalia-ulman-excellences-perfections; Oobah Butler, “I 

Made My Shed the Top Rated Restaurant On TripAdvisor,” Vice, December 6, 2017, 

https://www.vice.com/en_uk/article/434gqw/i-made-my-shed-the-top-rated-restaurant-on-tripadvisor.  
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shape of five fictional tweets. As a brief commentary on each of these tweets, I mention some 

aspects from five works that I have not seen apart from a few jpgs in my email or on the artists’ 

web sites. Which, by the way, is perhaps the most widespread way of viewing artworks today. 

Even high-end collectors often place their bids in auctions or select work for purchase from a 

dealer after only seeing a jpg. Thus, my responses to the fictional tweets are as much a rant about 

contemporary photography as a reflection about the process and methods of writing about it.  

 

Tweet Number One: “A photograph is a story-teller.”  

Perhaps there is no other more worn-out and empty metaphor of visual art and especially a 

photograph as a “story-teller.” That “every picture tells a story” is the most banal and the most 

abused phrase ever said about photography. It does, and it does not. If one looks closely enough, 

it becomes clear that a photographic image is not the best story-teller. A photograph can be 

visually pleasing surface to scrutinize, it can have interesting compositional or tonal 

relationships, and so on, but there is no story in the image itself. It is a confusing, ambiguous, 

and mysterious piece of visual information. Photographs can obtain a narrative function only 

with the added verbal explanation of what is depicted, when, and why, with added details about 

photographer’s own life and career, and other contextual elements. The story emerges also 

through organizing multiple images in a series or a spatial layout. An isolated image per se, 

meanwhile, remains open to all kinds of speculative interpretations—it can tell a million stories, 

not “a” story.  

I am reminded of this when browsing Toms Harjo’s images. There is one photograph of a 

building with front steps covered in snow—without the verbal commentary and other images in 

the series, this image can mean anything. It does not contain any markers of any specific time 
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and place, and even less a “story.” In another image, a woman’s hands are holding a young 

man’s face in a slightly awkward and even violent manner, as it seems the woman is forcibly 

holding the man’s left eye open. The focus is on the bright white details of their clothing, the 

woman’s hands, and the recently fashionable greyish color of her nail polish. This photograph, 

viewed as an isolated image, might as well be part of advertising campaign for Tom Ford 

makeup.  

The photographer acknowledges this effect when he mentions that, departing from his 

intentions, viewers thought that his work was critical of the Jehovah's Witnesses community—

the actual subject of his photographs.3 That is what inevitably happens to most photographs: we 

the viewers assume that the photographs are here to tell us stories, but we already have these 

stories in mind. When confronted with new images, we are trying to see what we already have 

seen before. We are looking for the familiar. We are trying to constantly acknowledge and 

reinforce the stereotypes and myths that we “know” about the world. We are not even willing to 

listen to the stories that photographs could tell us.  

 

Tweet Number Two: “Photography is art.” 

Yes and no. Photography belongs to the people and no one can take it away. It belongs to the 

self-proclaimed photographer-artist as much as it belongs to the reckless wanderer with a GoPro 

attached to their bike helmet or the social media-addicted teenager suffering also from low self-

esteem and eating disorders. Some photographs are art, some others are not. But the ways in 

which some photographs transition into the rarified field of art remain quite obscure.   

                                                           
3 “In the Truth—Toms Harjo Explores the Difficulties of Being a Young Jehovah’s Witness,” FotoRoom, 

undated, http://fotoroom.co/in-the-truth-toms-harjo/.  
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It is clear, however, that the secret is not in the photographs themselves. It is not about 

“better” or “more interesting” images. Quality or interestingness is really nothing special in 

todays’ visual culture. Media theorist Lev Manovich likes to refer to the twelve-year old teenager 

in Siberia whose Instagram images could beat any professional magazine photographer.4 Instead, 

the art world often embraces the opposite to conventionally good photography. In the case of 

Neither Horse nor Tiger by Alnis Stakle, this principle is exemplified by an airport x-ray 

machine which appeared like a dramatical deus ex machina and made a crucial intervention in 

the exposed film.  

It is also clear that the subject matter of the images is irrelevant. China as a location can 

be the “other” only to a small minority of ultra-conservative white Europeans. The rest of the 

world is either Chinese, or aware of their own “otherness” if compared to the world’s largest 

population. More important signifier of the art status of this work is the way how images are 

arranged on the gallery wall.5 Larger and smaller size prints, color and black-and-white images 

are combined in a complex layout with its own form and rhythm. Photography obtains the social 

function and prestige of art only when certain conditions are met. These conditions have less to 

do with the production of the images than with their presentation.  

 

Tweet Number Three: “Photography is an expensive art.” 

Let us imagine a cultured audience that regularly attends contemporary art and photography 

exhibitions, is well-versed in history of photography as well as in actual criticism and global 

                                                           
4 See, for example, this interview with Lev Manovich: Michael Thomsen, “What's Instagram Doing to 

Us?”, Complex, March 14, 2016, http://www.complex.com/life/2016/03/lev-manovich-interview-

instagram-project.  
5 As seen here: Alnis Stakle, Neither Horse nor Tiger, http://alnisstakle.com/?section=selected-art-

works&tag=neither-horse-nor-tiger, viewed March 1, 2018.  
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trends in theory, is open to all kinds of experiments, and is also willing and able to purchase the 

exhibited works for their extensive collections.  

Such an audience, of course, does not exist in real life. The people who collect art and are 

willing to invest in it, do not necessarily know a lot about it. But they have a quite particular 

taste. This taste is constantly shaped a myriad of figures including art critics, museum curators, 

galleries and dealers, influential lifestyle trendsetters, and so on. As a result, the top list of most 

expensive photographic works includes Edward Steichen’s pictorialist gum bichromate print The 

Pond—Moonlight, Richard Prince’s color reproduction of an advertising image whose author 

remains anonymous, and Andreas Gursky’s monumental, oversized color prints.6 Obviously they 

are not the best or most interesting photographs ever produced. But, no doubt, they have been 

written about the most. They have been analyzed in endless scholarly and magazine articles, 

doctoral dissertations, and catalogue essays.  

What are the chances that someone will understand an installation The Future is Now! by 

Andrejs Lavrinovičs and like it enough to purchase it for 6,154 euros?7 Or the works from his 

series Always Something Trendy? These chances depend not as much on how good this work is, 

but more on how much the art world is willing to promote this work and generate a buzz about it.  

By claiming that this work belongs to “post-internet” art, the author of Always Something 

Trendy positions it within a quite well-known and critically acclaimed niche. This positioning is 

enforced by throwing in a few other keywords. I had to google one of them, “vaporwave.” An 

article about it, published two years ago, puts everything in place: “Writing about vaporwave in 

2016 is almost impossible. Neophytes often seem baffled by the genre, assuming they've heard 

                                                           
6 Amy-Fern Nuttall, “The 20 Most Expensive Photos Sold at Auction (As of 2017),” PetaPixel, December 

21, 2017, https://petapixel.com/2017/12/21/20-expensive-photos-sold-auction-2017/.  
7 See http://noar.eu/en/artist/andrejs-lavrinovics/. 
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of it at all. Meanwhile, fans insist that vaporwave is dead. How do you write about music that 

most people have never heard of and that fans claim doesn't exist any more? Or just as important: 

why?”8 If somebody in the art world finds answers to questions like this regarding work like 

Always Something Trendy, there is a great potential to it.    

 

Tweet Number Four: “People need art” 

Yes, but there are all kinds of societies and they all need different kinds of art. If a society is 

troubled, suffering, and under pressure, then its primary concern is survival and wellbeing. In 

such societies, there is no great need for art that exists solely in the so-called “white cube.”  

Members of such society are not committed to regularly attending the dedicated art spaces and 

consuming dedicated art publications. They are not ready and willing to purchase any of the 

works on display in these dedicated art spaces. Such societies have no use for “white cube” 

gallery art which here for simplicity’s sake we can define as making images for the sake of 

making images. This is the kind of images one will find in an affluent, educated society at times 

of peace and prosperity.  

Instead of a leisurely contemplation, people need action. They have practical questions. 

What is the function of this thing? How this image, or this series of images, is supposed to work? 

Where and how I should look at it? What does it tell me? How it changes my life, my 

environment, my future? Why it was necessary for the artist to make it? Why it is necessary for 

me to look at it? 

                                                           
8 “How Vaporwave Was Created Then Destroyed by the Internet. An Exploration of the Anti-

Consumerism Music that Died the Way It Lived,” Esquire, August 18, 2016, 

https://www.esquire.com/entertainment/music/a47793/what-happened-to-vaporwave/ 
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One answer to questions like these is in the work of the semi-anonymous French street-

artist and photographer JR, the hero of Agnes Varda’s documentary film Faces Places (2017). 

By making photographs of ordinary people, printing enlargements of these portraits, and pasting 

them on the walls in the neighborhood where these people live, JR is making them visible and 

important. He is giving voice to the people who have been overlooked, ignored, and 

misunderstood, and this is exactly the kind of art that the societies he visits need.  

When I am looking at photographs by Juris Zemītis from the series So Fake, It’s Real, I 

am imagining that there could be a society in Latvia that might have a true need for images like 

these—poetic, indirect, slightly humorous, removed from any urgent political debates. Images 

that are part of the wonderful, exciting world of filmmaking. Images that do not have to struggle, 

argue, claim or prove anything. Images that are made for the sake of making images.  

 

Tweet Number Five: “Photography is a visual language” 

Not anymore. Most interesting things in contemporary photography are happening outside the 

realm of expensive pigment ink prints on archival paper. In many an art exhibition, I desperately 

look for the wall text or its equivalent, hoping that at least this part of the project will make some 

sense. When it accidentally does, I am not sure whether I feel relief or disappointment.  

Why take up photography if you hate visuality so much—that could be asked to the 

authors of numerous contemporary photography exhibitions. But What's A Girl Like You Doing 

in A Place Like This by Līga Spunde is not a photography exhibition, so we can relax. The work 

does contain photographic elements, but from the installation shots that I have seen it is difficult 

to clearly articulate what are their sources and exactly how they are supposed to function in the 

work. Therefore, my favorite part of this work was the verbal component. The story, ironically or 
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not, was signed by someone else (Klāvs Mellis), not the artist. And once more, I am not sure 

whether to feel relief or disappointment. 

Work by these five artists remind us that the distinction between fiction and fact is 

impossible. The timeliest symbol of this impossibility is the film Black Panther (2018), the latest 

Marvel Comics superhero movie. Its characters are based on comic books, just like the movies 

about Spider-Man, Thor, or Hulk. But that does not stop philosophers and public intellectuals 

from analyzing the plot and characters of Black Panther as if they were real. Slavoj Žižek, for 

example, brings into discussion Malcolm X and the Black Panther Party, the radical political 

force of the civil rights movement of the 1960s.9 Some people believe that crisis in Wakanda is 

real and needs intervention (it is a purely fictional country where most of the events in Black 

Panther take place).10 Photography, no doubt, has a role in the world where comic book heroes 

matter more than real people. Our ideas about this role, however, need upgrading.  

                                                           
9 Slavoj Žižek, “Quasi Duo Fantasias: A Straussian Reading of Black Panther,” Los Angeles Review of 

Books, March 3, 2018, https://lareviewofbooks.org/article/quasi-duo-fantasias-straussian-reading-black-

panther/ 
10 Please Google “Jimmy Kimmel + Wakanda.” 


