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[Abstract)

This essay and manifesto define speculative photography from a historical per-
spective and through practical poetics, as photography that integrates fantastic
and experimental elements in both its subjects and processes. Such photography
is even more urgent at a time when generative artificial intelligence (AI) and
computational photography are driving photography to an impasse of fabricated
yet all-pervasive realism. The text defines speculative photography in its semiotic
and information-theory aspects, outlines a tazonomy of speculative qualities in
photography alongside examples of photographers and photographic communities
practicing them, and pays particular attention to contemporary subcultures of
early-2000s digital camera (digicam) reuse and internet pop-cultural redefinitions
of “aesthetics”. While theories and definitions of speculative photography have
existed since the 1970s, they are scattered and cover only select aspects of the
broader concept proposed here. This paper arques that speculative photography
rejects empiricism and notions of truth while practicing an art of the “medium”
in its most literal - physical, artistic and spiritual - meanings.
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1. [manifesto] demands

Speculative photography is non-empirical photography. It is photography that
exposes its non-empirical nature rather than concealing it.

However, speculative photography can still be experimental. Experimental pho-
tography becomes speculative and speculative photography becomes experimen-
tal when its process becomes speculative. This can also be unintentional or
humorous.

Speculative photography can also be speculative in the sense of West German
Catholic film criticism of the 1970s, which called gore and sexploitation B-movies
“speculative”.
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Speculative photography questions definitions and hierarchies of what is “signal”
versus “noise”.

Speculative photography disregards distinctions between “amateur”; “profes-
sional”, “skilled”, “unskilled”, “outsider”, “artistic” and “commercial” photog-
raphy.

When speculative photography makes the invisible visible, the invisible is often
imaginary or at least dubious.

The evidence collected in speculative photography is questionable. It is ghost
photography in the broadest sense, where photography itself is often the ghost.

Speculative photography often is a collective-anonymous endeavor.

2. photography point zero

As a result of techno-aesthetic developments culminating in computational pho-
tography! and photorealistic image generation with generative Al software, pho-
tography seems to have reached its degree zero. Roland Barthes used this term
to characterize of realistic prose novelism, as writing that has “passed through
all the stages of progressive solidification” to settle in “neutral modes” charac-
terized by “the absence of all signs” (Barthes 1990, 5); in other words, writing
whose polished storytelling makes readers forget that it’s writing.

Photography’s corresponding degree zero is photorealism, which makes the spec-
tator forget the apparatus and texture of the medium photography. The con-
ceit of computational photography and generative Al is that their depictions
are technically no longer photorealistic in any empirical sense, but algorithmic
simulacra: “Photorealism is dead. We should just bury it, and it’s all hallucina-
tion”, to quote MIT AT researcher Ramesh Raskar (Chokkattu 2022), referring
to smartphone computational photography. Nevertheless, the simulacrum and
hallucination serve the purpose of producing photorealism, with deviations con-
sidered errors and glitches; such as six fingers on the hand of an Al-generated,
otherwise photorealistic, image of Donald Trump bidding in a church, which
Trump himself shared on his social media, freeing him - so-to-speak - from any
obligation to actually go to church, and involuntarily executing the “Six Finger
Plan” of the DIY subculture of Neoism in the 1980s.2

1.e., algorithmic synthesis of a photographic image from a series of high-speed digital cam-
era images taken at different exposures and from different camera modules of a mobile phone,
with the consequence that smartphone cameras are no longer taking shots of a particular mo-
ment, but fuse image elements taken at different moments and partly from different angles,
based on aesthetic norms of what constitutes a good image that are coded into the camera’s
software. This is now the standard mode of operation of mobile phone photography and, thus,
of the majority of today’s photography.

2In the 1980s subculture of Neoism, several members performed with an artificial sixth
finger. (cONVENIENCE 2002) explains it as follows: “So what I have on my back is a
wagging tail, or an image of a wagging tail, with a hand on the end of it with an eyeball in the
middle, with the hand opening and the eyeball winking at you. An archibras. But, as you may



As algorithms continue to be optimized, this remaining fantastic-speculative
quality of AT machine learning-based computational photography and genera-
tive imaging can be - arguably - expected to disappear. The version advance-
ment of Al image generators such as Stable Diffusion and Midjourney shows
that it already has diminished greatly from 2022 to 2024. Furthermore, Al re-
searchers and developers expect computational photography and generative Al
to eventually merge, which would mean that a camera’s sensor image would
end up being only prompt input data for a synthetically generated image; this
way, a webcam image could be rendered not only in the style but also in the
resolution of a medium format camera photograph.

While the resulting photorealist images of computer photography remain tech-
nically a “hallucination,” they aesthetically suppress and deny this fact. The
same was true of the social realist novelism that Barthes criticized in the 1950s:
it consisted of writers’ hallucinations that pretended not to be hallucinations,
through a language that made its own variantology, apparatus and texture (in
Barthes’ words: écriture) invisible; a sign that pretended to be only signified,
not signifier, only mimetic representation, not poesis.

From the camera obscura to computational photography, photography has thus
- in semiotic terms - shifted from being indexical, as a textbook example of
indexicality, to becoming symbolic, but by way of (photorealistic) iconicity. In
arguably the first comprehensive photography book, Athanasius Kircher’s 1646
Great Art of Light and Shadow (Ars Magna Lucis Et Umbrae), the camera ob-
scura projects the outside world as an image that uses light as an index (that is,
neither as an iconic depiction nor as an abstract-symbolic representation), like
smoke as an index of fire. This indexicality has been the very principle of photog-
raphy and persists wherever light strikes a medium (the wall of a camera obscura,
the silver-plated copper of a daguerreotype, chemical film emulsion, the sensels
of an electronic camera sensor). The trompe [’oeil of photography was based on
human perception registering this indexicality as photorealist iconicity, similar
to how human reading is persuaded into reading the abstract-alphabetical sym-
bols of a (realist) novel as a mimetic depiction of social reality. In this sense,
photography has always been illusion and hallucination, just like novels, and
long before computational photography. As photographic practice teaches, pho-
torealism itself is a construction, if not a myth. It is created by lensing (focal
length and lens characteristics), spatial framing, choice of the moment, aper-
ture, shutter speed, exposure, processing, reproduction and publishing. Since
the arrival of computing and the internet, photography also involves semantic
tagging and databasing. Once images became data and objects of algorithmic

or may not have noticed, in my case it’s a six-fingered hand rather than a five-fingered hand
and the reason why it’s a six-fingered hand is because I once told a reporter that ‘Normality
is what cuts off your sixth finger and your tail’, by which I meant that everyone is born
with abilities and characteristics that are unique to them, and then society tends to exert
pressure to reduce people to the lowest common denominator which often involves eradicating
their unique characteristics. I use the example of a six-fingered hand and a tail as obvious
examples”.
3Such as Ramesh Raskar in (Chokkattu 2022).



“analytics,” they also became the datasets for Al machine learning, from which
AT photography conversely emerged.

Computational photography and generative Al imaging are, therefore, zombie-
cannibalistic photography that feeds on itself. While cannibalism, since Oswald
de Andrade, and zombies have their own speculative qualities, the results so
far resemble more the zombie formalist painting of the 2010s, i.e., the kind of
zombie cannibalism also found in stock photography and related genres. Al-
computational photography effectively turns photography into digital painting
and compositing, into pocket-sized and automated Chuck Closes and Jeff Walls
or, more likely, Zack Doehlers and Erin Babniks, while other AI bots will gen-
erate endless serializations of Garaudy, Camus, Sartre, and their contemporary
equivalents, sold as zombie publisher books on Amazon.com.

Both, AI computational photography and text bots, effectively amount to a
post-histoire of photography, respectively of writing. To escape this dead end,
photography needs a time machine that travels in all directions at once, fusing
the ars magna lucis et umbrae with imagined futures.

3. interlude: practices

(The following is a preliminary, sketchy, and itself speculative proposal for a
set of attributes or identifiers of speculative photography that help to distin-
guish it from related photographic genres and practices such as experimental
and subcultural documentary photography. The attributes are derived from
the various meanings of the words speculative and speculation covered in the
previous sections. Conversely, these attributes are defined in a negative way by
today’s Al-hardened degree zero of photography. The examples of speculative
photographic practice are meant to make these attributes less abstract, but do
not claim to represent the full scope of speculative photography).

If speculative photography is indexical [i], capturing traces of light, but not
depictive in a conventional realistic sense, because it produces its own other
reality [r];

If its indexicality is not experimental in the sense, or according to the standards,
of empirical science, but practices speculative and improper science [s] and tech-
nology [t], and gathers invented or dubious evidence [e] - i.e., is experimental
at best in the sense of non-scientific experimental arts (including experimental
photography);

If its indexicality nevertheless exposes photographic textures and apparatuses
[a], it does so without any diegesis or didactic (Brechtian-situationist) mission,
but by rethinking noise [n] vs. signal;

4That also characterizes conceptualist photography such as Thomas’ (1978), although his
formalist experiments have, through their very formalism, a (likely unintentional) fantastic-
speculative quality.



If speculative photography is marginalized [m] photography, both in terms of
its professional recognition and its social position and acceptance;

If speculative photography acts as a time machine [x];

exposes photographic textures and apparatuses [a]
made-up or dubious evidence [e]
indexical [i]
marginalized /fringe [m]
rethinking noise vs. signal [n]
produces its own (alternative) reality 1]
speculative and improper science [s]
speculative and improper technology [t]
time machine [x]

... then, examples of existing speculative photography practices include, in no
particular order:

19th-21st century spirit photography, as begun by William H. Mumler and
other, amateur and commercial photographers, showing ghosts of the dead;
often by double exposures, later by image artifacts, in direct parallel to the
technique of retrieving ghost voices from radio ether and tape recordings;

[e] ] ] [s] [x];

Miroslav Tichy’s sexually voyeuristic stealth photography with self-made
cameras that his fellow villagers mistook for nonfunctional cargo-cult de-
vices [a] [m] [t];

the Japanese magazine PROVOKE in 1968/69 and its stark black-and-
white “are-bure-bokeh” (“grainy, blurred, out of focus”) street photogra-
phy whose texture often overpowered the depicted subject; [a] [i] [n]

Nan Goldin’s immersed photography in which the photographic medium
is as precarious as the lives it indexically captures and keeps alive beyond
sickness and death; as well as the immersed, on-the-spot, often improvised
work of other queer scene witness-photographers such as Annette Frick; [i]

(m] [n] [r] [x]
Khadija Saye’s multi-layered wet plate photography that fuses Gambian
spirituality with spirit photography; [a] [i] [m] [n] [r] [t] [x]

the exposure, destruction, and reimagination of film materiality and the
optical apparatuses in the early filmmaking of Wilhelm & Birgit Hein (Ro-
hfilm € Materialfilme, 1968-76), Guy Sherwin (Man with Mirror, 1978),
and in the contemporary self-made emulsion filmmaking of Esther Urlus
and Robert Schaller, preceded by Stan Brakhage’s Mothlight, a film com-
posed of wings of dead insects and plants glued to the filmstrip (1963); [a]

[i} [n] [t]



e AiRich’s afrofuturist photography that puts its speculative entanglements
of the past and imagined futures into today’s communities, transgressing
categories of photography, fashion, visual and performing arts. [r] [s] [t]

[x]

« the conceptual magazine VOLKSFOTO (People’s Photo), edited by Dieter
Hacker and Andreas Seltzer in the 1970s, whose collection of amateur
photography began as a social documentary project but ended up as an
archive of speculative intimacies. [i] [m] [n] [r]

e Lee Godie’s overpainted photobooth self-portraits, created in the 1970s
and sold on the street while she lived as a homeless person in Chicago. [a]

[i] [m] [n]
e The experimental - noisy, glitchy and semi-abstract - photography with
discarded consumer digicams from the early 2000s in various internet user

communities, for example on the media-archeological online community
digicam.love.® [a] [i] [n] [t]

4. Theories of speculative photography

Since the late 1970s, the term speculative photography has been used in rather
scattered ways by various critics and scholars. Trachtenberg (1978, 857) evokes
the kinship of the Latin word speculatio (mirroring) with the Greek theori (way
of seeing) and refers to Heidegger and the early André Glucksmann in hopes
of a “truly speculative photography” by “photographers who are also critics
(skeptics)”. His definition suggests that speculative photography is simply syn-
onymous with a photography that involves critical philosophical self-reflection.
The contemporary artist Buzzo (2018), on the other hand, employs the term to
refer to his own photographic digital media experiments with augmented reality.

Much closer to the concept of speculative photography proposed here are the
uses of the term by the scholars John L. Greenway and Anca Cristofovici. In
an essay on late 19th-century Scandinavian art, Greenway (1993, 146) equates
“speculative photography” with ghost/spirit photography ([e] [s] [t]), writing
that Edvard “Munch’s experience with speculative photography and the occult
was mediated through his friend August Strindberg.” For Cristofovici (2009, 3),
“[s]peculative photography concerns the visualization of internal and fictional
worlds, or the perception of certain realities.” In her view, speculative photogra-
phy can “ensure the connection between the physical and the psychic self, one
that eludes the rationalizations of discourse or the hierarchies of narrative. In a
single vision, it brings together imaginary age-selves, not with the constancy of
the phantasm but as fleeting images, like photographs themselves.” (Cristofovici
2009, 52). Written as an investigation of the relationship between photographic

5(Digicam.love) defines itself on its website as a “worldwide community of modern users
of forgotten point-and-shoot digital cameras” and is active on the social media platforms
Instagram and Discord.



portraiture, gender and aging, her theory primarily concerns speculative pho-
tography as a time machine [x] and the production of imaginary realities [r].

What remains outside these existing definitions is the photographic apparatus
and (physical) media themselves as speculative devices and their variantology.
It is the same omission as in the definitions - and mainstream ways of writing
- of fantastic and speculative literature which, with a few exceptions such as
Lachmann (2002) refer only to the signified, not to the signifier of a text - i.e.,
to what is being told, not how it is told. This echoes what Barthes found in social
realist novels and their quasi-journalistic lack of ambition in their “ecriture”.

5. Fotonight Web

If contemporary photography’s degree zero lies in its regime of realist depiction
simulated by AI algorithms (both in computational smartphone photography
and generative Al images), then photographic practices that simultaneously
break with realism and explore alternative imaging technologies become spec-
ulative. This happens not only in institutionally recognized experimental pho-
tography but also in visual and photographic subcultures.

The following quote is from the Aesthetics Wiki (Anonymous, Fotonight Web,
2024), which grew out of popular, collective-anonymously created visual pop
culture trends on the Internet, in close proximity to meme subcultures:

“The Dream (January 2, 2023)

On January 2, 2023, a Reddit user named u/williamsaguaro2002 had
a dream related to Walt Disney Studios and Frutiger Aero. In that
dream, the user got a voice acting job at Disney for a ‘big purple fish’
character, but the studio was located on a [sic] underground secret
base, which had aliens and nuclear weapons. Later, he stumbled
across an old Asian man talking about ‘Fotonight Web’, alongside
a [sic|] image associated to it above, although he doesn’t remember
what the senior said.

Reddit Post (January 3, 2023)

On January 3, 2023, he made a post on Reddit (see here) illustrating
what he saw in his dream and later detailing what happened in it.
This led to the creation of the subreddit r/FotonightWeb, housing a
community surrounding the premise of this aesthetic.

Stylistic Origins (2000s, 2010s)

Although this is the origin how ‘Fotonight Web’ got its name and
its associations from, their visuals can be traced back to the 2000s
and 2010s, when it was commonly used in Chinese websites and
knockoffs.


https://aesthetics.fandom.com/wiki/Aesthetics_Wiki%20
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