SCO WRITING IN THE AGE OF THE IMAGE

Expanding the Language
of Photographs

Mitchell Stephens

A PHOTO ON THE FRONT PAGE OF NEW YORK
Newsday on Feb. |6, 1994, showed two well-known
Olympic ice skaters, Tonya Harding and Nancy
Kerrigan, Practicing together. By the standards of
the tabloid war then raging in New York City (a war
New York Newsday would not survive), this shot of
Harding and the fellow skater she had been accused
of plotting to assault did not seem particularly in-
cendiary, But there was something extraordinary
about this photograph: The scene it depicted had
not yet taken piace. Harding and Kerrigan, as the
Paper admitted in the caption, had not in fact prac-
ticed together. A computer had stitched together
two separate images to make it appear as if they al-
ready had.

Newsday was certainly not the first publication to
have taken advantage of techniques that allow for
the digital manipulation of Photographs. In 1982,
for example, a National Geographic computer had
nudged two pyramids closer together so that they
might more comfortably fit the magazine’s cover, In
July 1992, Texas Monthly had used a computer to
place the head of then-Gov. Ann Richards on top of
the body of a model riding a Harley-Davidson mo-
torcycle. But you had to be an expert on pyramids to
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figure out what National Geographic had done, and
you had to miss a fairly broad joke to take umbrage
with Texas Monthly. New York Newsday's editors
had fiddled with photos featuring two of the most
talked-about individuals of the day, and they
weren't joking. The results of their efforts were
clearly visible on newsstands all over Manhattan,

Defenders of journalism’s accuracy and reliability
qQuickly grabbed their lances and mounted their
steeds: “A composite photograph is not the truth,”
Stephen D. Isaacs, then acting dean of the Colum-
bia Graduate School of Journalism, thundered. “It
is a lie and, therefore, a great danger to the stan-
dards and integrity of what we do.” The dean of the
S. I. Newhouse School of Public Communication at
Syracuse University, David M. Rubin, concluded
that “New York Newsday has taken leave of jts ethi-
cal moorings.”

This front-page photo in a major daily seemed to
announce that craven journalists had found a power-
ful new way to debase themselves: computer rework-
ings of photographs.

Others of us, however, heard a different an-
nouncement on that winter day in 1994; Newsday's
rather ordinary-looking attempt to further exploit an



unpleasant, mostly unimportant story, we believed,
was an early indication that news images might fi-
nally be coming of age.

To understand the significance of New York News-
day's digital manipulation of this photograph, it is
first necessary to acknowledge all the other ways
photographs manipulated. Photographers
choose angles, making sure, for example, that the
crowd of reporters isn’t in the shot. They use filters,
adjust contrast and vary depth of field. They frame
and crop, and routinely transform reds, blues and
vellows into blacks, grays and whites. Aren’t these
distortions of sorts?

It is also necessary to acknowledge the ways in
which we manipulate language. Words are routinely
arranged so that they describe events that are not
currently occurring, as in the sentence: “Nancy Ker-
rigan and Tonya Harding will practice together.”
Words are even deployed in tenses that describe
events that likely will not or definitely will not occur:
“She might have won the goid medal.” And words
frequently speak of one thing as if it were another:
Despite its proximity to New York harbor, New York
Newsday did not literally possess “ethical moorings.”
Deans Isaacs and Rubin, for ail their devotion to
journalistic integrity, probably did not grab lances or
mount steeds. In their efforts to approach the truth,
words regularly depart from the literal truth.

In fact, words have gained much of their strength
through speculation, negation, hypothesizing and
metaphor through what, by Dean Isaacs’s definition,
might qualify as lies. In the first century and a half of
their existence, photographic images, on the other
hand, have been held back by their inability to speak
of what will be, what might be and what won't be;
their inability to present something as if it were
something else. “Pictures,” the theorist Sol Worth
wrote dismissively in 1975, “cannot depict condi-
tionals, counter-factuals, negatives or past future
tenses.” Well, now they can. Alert observers of jour-
nalism learned that on Feb. 16, 1994,

The above-board computer manipulation of pho-
tographs will give responsible journalists—those
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with their ethical moorings intact—a powerful new
tool. Sometimes the results will be fanciful: an image
of Bill Clinton and Newt Gingrich arm wrestling,
perhaps. Sometimes such computer-altered pho-
tographs will be instructive: They might picture, for
example, how that plane should have landed. Such
reworked photos will allow us to peek, however
hazily, into the future: showing not just how Harding
and Kerrigan might look together on the ice but how
that new building might change the neighborhood.
They will also allow us to peek into the past: portray-
ing, with photographic realism {not, as in TV reen-
actments, with clumsy actors), how a crime might
have been committed. The idea should be to clarify,
not to pretend.

For news photographs will not come of age by
hoodwinking those who look at them. That must be
emphasized. Before digital editing and digital pho-
tography, harried photographers occasionally re-
arranged backgrounds or restaged scenes; adept
photo editors, armed with a thick black pencil, oc-
casionally added hair where there was too little or
subtracted a chin where there were too many. Com-
puters make such attempts to deceive much easier
but ne more conscionable. There is no doubt that
they have been used for such purposes aiready.
Time magazine’s surreptitious digital darkening of
0.]. Simpson’s face on its cover later in 1994 may
qualify as an example. But New York Newsday's
Harding-Kerrigan photo was labeled as a “compos-
ite.” “Tomorrow, they'll really take to the ice to-
gether” the paper explained on that front page,
though not in as large type as we journalism profes-
sors would have liked.

Here is a standard journalism deans might more
reasonably champion: Digitally manipulated pho-
tographs must not be used as a tool for deceiving,
They must be labeled, clearly, as what they are. (Let’s
take a hard line on this, initiaily at least: no lighten-
ing of a shadow, no blurring of an inconvenient
background without some sort of acknowledgment. )
But the potential these photographs offer as a tool for
communicating honestly must not be suppressed.
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With the aid of computers, photographic images
will be able to show us much more than just
what might present itself at any one time to a well-
situated lens, as words tell us about much more
than just what is, at any one time, literally the case.
And computers will be able to work this magic on
moving as well as still photographic images, on
television news video as well as newspaper and
magazine photographs.

None of this should be that hard to imagine. The
computer-produced graphics that increasingly il-
lustrate print and television news stories have been
perpetrating clever and effective reimaginings of
reality for many years now: politicians’ faces
matched with piles of dollar bills, the affected states
jumping out of maps, items flying in and out of
shopping carts. And all this has been happening
without attracting the ire of the defenders of jour-
nalism’s integrity.
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The notion that news photographs themselves—
not just cartoon-like graphics—are subject to these
new types of alteration will take some getting used
to. The labels will have to be very clear, their type
very large—particularly at the start. For we have
been in the habit of accepting photography as what
one of its inventors, William Henry Fox Talbot,
called “the pencil of nature.” That was always some-
thing of a misperception. Now, if we are to take ad-
vantage of the great promise of digital technology,
we'll have to wise up.

For computers are going to expand our controf -.
over this pencil dramatically. Journalists will have
unprecedented ability to shape the meanings their
photographs, not just their sentences, can communi-
cate. Their pictures will approach issues from many
new directions. The language of photojournalism
will grow. And that is good news for those who
struggle to report with images. O



