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Daniel Evan Williams

MC10220: Reading the Visual
'The camera never lies'?
The use of photography has been an essential tool in the modern world and continues to be such. Worldwide, people from different backgrounds and societies capture images of life which are kept to remind us of places and events. These pictures often become treasured possessions to those affected by them. Photography is inherent within daily life and we have become accustomed to receiving a daily flow of photographic images in the news, magazines, on the internet. However, this is a surface observation in the study of photography.  In this assignment I aim to explore our deeper understanding and perception of photographic images and how we do or do not trust the images we observe. I look at different types of photography, such as digital, snap shots, and film and television examples. I hope to greater illustrate my findings with photographic evidence. 
           As human beings, we understand that what we see through our own eyes is an     accurate image of the world around us. However, other species do not view things in the way we do. Other life forms have a completely different view of the world. Felines, for example, have eyes that are 8 times more sensitive to ours at night. Hawks can see things 8 times further away than we can. Some species, such as moles, don’t ‘see’ the world at all. Primates are the most dependent on sight. According to Irvin Rock “if we had the sensory apparatus of some other of the Earth’s organisms, ‘reality’ would seem quite different”. This feature has bearing upon the way in which we view images, such as photographs. The human brain selects and interprets images we see. The end result is triggered by many factors. So, who is to say that what we see through our own eyes is in fact an accurate version. The human eye has often been likened to the lens of a camera. Mechanically, it is quite similar, but unlike a camera we undergo biological and physical processes which enable our vision. To help us to further understand this, we need to consider factors of visual perception. In particular selectivity, conventions and purposes to help us to understand how we view the world. 
         Selective perception is made up of three main features. One being ‘omitting’. As we look at a photograph, we cannot see everything all at once. We see salient features only, as the irrelevant details are omitted. We see what we need to understand an image. The supplementing stage involves filling in the gaps of what we understand should be there. We then Standardise and structure the foreground and background features of a photograph and rearrange images to produce an image we perceive to be realistic. 
        When we view images we go through certain stages that allow us to see clearly.

In regard to our foveal and peripheral vision, we see much less than we think we do. The retinal image is not very stable. We ‘correct’ the sizes, shapes, brightness and colours of the images we see. These are known as perceptual constancies.
         We categorise images for a number of reasons; simplifying eases complexity which speeds up recognition, reducing effort and learning speed. We structure from past experience allowing inference of further attributes. This means that we can look beyond what we perceive is already there. It makes events predictable and guides us to make appropriate judgements. Categorising supports systematisation, promoting categorisation. It helps us to structure the world to suit our purposes based on whatever conditions there may be. As Ann Marie states, “psychological organization will always be as good as the prevailing conditions allow. Perception always attempts simplicity, regularity, and symmetry”. 
         Often, when we look at a photograph we are guided by our minds and the task in hand. William James (1842-1910), American psychologist and philosopher believed that, “whilst part of what we perceive comes through our senses from the object before us, another part (and it may be the larger part) always comes out of our own mind”. Perception can be data-driven and theory-driven. Knowing what we are looking for helps us to form an image of what is in front of us. We also know that our eyes can sometimes trick us. As John Lennon once said, “reality leaves a lot to the imagination”.
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Figure 1 – In this picture it appears to us that this man’s feet are of disproportionate size to the rest of his body. However, this is due to the fact that this subject’s feet are closer to the camera lens, making them appear larger to us. 

           Photographic and filmic images tend to be trusted by viewers more than other media. A semiotician may argue that this is to do with the indexical character of the medium. When we view a photograph that has been manipulated, visibly altering the appearance of the piece, we may argue that it is no longer realistic. However, we could also argue that the photograph was not “real” in the first place.
           In life we are bombarded with different images around us. We do not just see these images, we are part of them. As we stand next to the sea, we smell the salt in the air. Our senses fill us with emotion and guide our perception of life. When we view media such as photographs we see the image the camera captured, not necessarily the scene we may have observed.
           Within film and television, these senses seem to be subdued. We view scenes through a ‘picture window’ without using our three-dimensional vision. We are not actually viewing the images, merely a replication in two-dimensional format. This effect also applies when we view photographs. As we look at a photograph, we see only one captured moment in time without movement and progression. I now look at how a photograph is produced and how this affects the image and our perception of it. 
           There are several stages that must be undertaken in producing a photographic image. The set-up of the camera is important in achieving a certain type of shot. The choice of lens is a key selection. There are three basic camera lens types; standard, wide angle and telephoto. Wide angle lenses are popular with landscape photographers. They magnify foreground objects whilst background objects almost fade away. The telephoto lens is the opposite of a wide angled lens.  It is used to bring distant objects right into the main picture. These can be seen in football matches. There you will see photographers lined up at the end of the pitch using telephoto lenses to get action close-ups. The choice of lens can change how the image appears. 
          The speed of the shutter on the camera is critical in photo-capture. A correct speed produces a clear, visible image. Another speed may blur the image. The photographer must choose which image to use based on the look they desired. This may be a good example of how simple photography can trick us. A blurred image is not necessarily the way we would view the image ourselves.     
         Camera position is another key area of production. A camera may only be pointed in one direction per-shot. The choice of camera position means that some parts of a view are deleted while others are accentuated. Not receiving the full image that we would normally see around us may leave out key information negating the overall realism of a shot. 
         Digital photography has changed the way in which photographs and filmic images are taken, and alter the way they appear to us. Digital captures images directly, which can then be displayed on a computer. Traditional analog devices involve chemical processes.  Some believe that digital photography can take away the ‘realistic’ look of a piece. 
          Sometimes, as we look at a photograph, the way in which it has been shot sometimes depicts the world in ways which seem to be at odds with what we think it looks like. This may be due to the way in which the photograph has been shot. For example ‘blurring’ may occur if the camera is not correctly focused. Or a shot may seem particularly dull if shot in low light. However, these examples are more ‘natural’ explanations for how photographs may appear ‘unrealistic’ to our eyes.
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Figure 2 – This subject was waving his arms in front of the camera at a fast pace causing the blurring effect to occur. If we were observing him doing this in life, we would find that there would be no blurring seen through the lens of our eyes. However, the camera captures one moment in time that it sees and interprets mechanically.  

          Modern technology is used to digitally change the look of photographs and film images. Digital editing has enabled us to do more than we previously were able to with a camera and photographs. Human interventions can have a dramatic effect on the way an image is produced. For example, with the use of a program such as Adobe Photoshop a photographer may doctor their images, changing the way they appear to us. There are many possibilities when using this computer technology and endless ways we can alter photographs. I will explain a few such examples. 

         ‘Cropping’ involves the selection of usually one image from a photograph. This image is then separated from the whole original image. This effect changes the way we view an image, often taking a shot out of context and completely changing its meaning. ‘Morphing’ allows an image to be duplicated and placed in a different location on the photo. For example, one persons face may be copied and attached to another person’s body. In a digital editing programme hundreds of features can be applied to a picture. Colour can be added or taken away. New images can be introduced. Text may be applied, deleted, or modified. Effects such as these can drastically change an image, radically altering how they once appeared.  
          This may be linked again to the transformations that psychologists list for human recall of events including; addition, deletion, substitution and transposition. Piecing together selected information taken from images, rearranging this data to arrive at our own perceived conclusion; the image we see ourselves. 
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Figure 3 - This photograph is an example of human intervention through use of digital editing. In this example, it appears as though the subject’s finger has been ‘morphed’ onto her foot. 
Photographs may sometimes be altered by human intervention to the point that they are unquestionably unrealistic. 
Before Editing:
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After Editing:
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               Figure 4 – The effects of digitally editing a photograph. 
The first photograph was taken by me with a digital camera. The image has been modified in the second example. This was achieved using Adobe Photoshop. To make this effect the area around the face was highlighted and dragged using the mouse to
reduce the size of the face. This is a simple but powerful example of the way photographs may be altered with digital technology.  

Some photographers have created images using software such as this that are counterfeit but are presented to us as ‘real’ images. 
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Figure 5 – This is an image of a man on top of the world trade centre. This photograph circulated the internet in 2001. The Plane has been digitally introduced to the original photograph. 

This is one such example of conscious manipulation by the photographer. However, certain biases are built into the camera itself which may account for ‘misrepresentation’ in the photographs that I have commented on.
            The photographers themselves are one of the key areas in this study. They impose their own particular view of reality by deciding which negatives to discard and which to develop. When taking their photograph’s, they decide what to focus on, what to leave out of shot. The type of camera or style they wish to use. When the shot is taken, we see images that originate from the photographers own feelings, the shot almost becomes tied to that person.  Two people do not perceive exactly the same thing when looking at a scene. Each person is unique. What we perceive when we take a photograph is dependent upon a number of factors such as; intentions, experiences, background, personality, gender, interests. However, when taking snap- shots, for example, these rules may still apply but be subdued. This could be that we take a short amount of time over shot such as these. The action, in this case, is quick to avoid missing the captured moment in time. A photographer’s emotions can have strong influence over how a shot appears once developed.  Often an amateur photographer will take a photograph, then realise that it does not appear to be like the image he saw. The brain tends to do things such as give greater size to images than they actually are. This is caused by our emotions which tend to give precedence to important images, therefore making them appear larger. This feature is commonly observed in snapshots where the photographers have not taken time to plan their shots. Professional photographers must cope with this human trait, changing their approach to create acceptable images.
          Features such as light and shadow are some of the photographer’s most important tools. Research has shown that the right hemisphere of the brain is specialised for dealing with making sense of such features. Even if pieces of information are missing from a view or photograph the brain still manages to construct a complete image for us to see. Photos become distorted by our perceptions and by the techniques of the photographer. Even the professional struggles to present 'honest' photographs.
          The intended purpose of the photograph is arguably the most important feature for the photographer. Photographs can be used as propaganda or in advertising or politics. For example, the way that Tony Blair is presented in photographs. These can be quite different depending on what message they are trying to get across. At one time he is shown in jeans with his baby (the reliable, honest family man), at others in martial mood, sombre and standing steadfast with George Bush.
          As a photograph is taken, we see one moment, frozen in time, which may not be replicated in the same way ever again. It is of great importance to the photographer and the people who view the image, when the button on the camera is pressed. A shot taken at one moment could be perceived in a radically different way if it was taken a moment later. I give the example of the famous Iwo Jima photograph.
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Figure 6 – This is the original image of the Iwo Jima Flag raising taken by photographer Jim Rosenthal on 23/2/1945 in Iwo Jima, Japan. The image was later cropped placing more emphasis on the soldiers themselves. 
One of the most common sayings is ‘seeing is believing’. Perhaps some of the points I have explored in this essay demonstrate that this is not always the case. In many ways, seeing is merely a part of believing. I personally believe that the camera does lie to us in some ways. The images produced may not appear as we would see them in life. However, our own vision and our minds have a strong influence over how we perceive photographic images. I hope that I have demonstrated in this research that ‘seeing is not necessarily believing’. 
Extra Photographic Images
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Figure 1 – This is an image of a long stretch of road in the American Outback. It is a good example of how we perceive certain images. The road appears to get smaller and the lanes of the highway shrink into the distance. If you notice, the cars appear like dots. The further away images are the smaller they appear to us. 

[image: image9.jpg]


 
Figure 2 - This is a famous shot of what is supposed to be the Loch Ness Monster. It was proven to be a fake. 
Before:
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After:
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Figure 3 – This is a shot of a military helicopter. The shark is not real. It has been digitally added to the photograph. Examples such as this serve to shock viewers. I believe that even though it is not real it still serves this purpose in other ways.
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Figure 4 – This image has also been modified using digital technology. The original iceberg has not changed, but the scale of the reflection has been changed making the image appear disproportionate and the iceberg freakishly immense. 
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Figure 5 - This man’s hand has been altered, changing the texture to mix with the colour of the anvil. Also, I believe that the object that the iron munger is hitting has been removed. 
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Figure 6 – These statues are another example of depth perception, and how we view multiple images as they are close or far away from us. 

