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The above picture is a detail of  a collage currently on
exhibit ion at the Darling Foundry and is part of  Le Mois de la
photo à Montréal. The artist transf ormed and assembled
close to one thousand images taken f rom a photo-sharing
website.

Sunset Portraits is a large, yet ordered and neat collage.  The
pictures are all the same size, similarly cropped, and were
likely printed using the same devices and techniques.  The
background colors are well distributed, which adds to the
overall sense of  harmony. The images in this installation
physically touch each other (isn’t this a nice metaphor f or
surf ace relations?).

But of  course, these images relate to each other in various ways, both on Flickr, f rom where the artist
extracted her pictures f rom a pool of  millions of  sunset images, and in the art work Sunset Portraits. In both
instances, they are part of  a discursive practice; their production and circulation take place according to certain
rules of  f ormation that remind us of  Foucault’s discourse analysis.

The artist behind Sunset Portraits, Penelope Umbrico, is not interested in the meaning of  the individual images
that make up her collage: “[m]y f ocus on collective practices in photography has led me to examine subjects
that are collectively photographed. I take the sheer quantity of  images online as a collective archive that
represents us – a constantly changing auto-portrait. … The idea of  absence and erasure is a constant theme
in my work, especially with regard to the popular uses of  technologies in photography and on the Internet that
seem to promise visibility, community and intimacy. I question the idea of  the democratization of  media, where
pre-scripted images, made with tools programmed to f unction in predetermined ways, claim to f oster
subjectivity and individuality” (http://www.penelopeumbrico.net/Inf o/Words.html).

Looking at a single sunset portrait would not reveal much; however, paying attention to the group of  images,
does. The origin, place and time of  the photos are not essential pieces of  inf ormation. Amplif ied by the
symmetrical collage, the similarity of  the images becomes almost mechanical, making each individual image
redundant. “The lack of  individuality that is ult imately the experience when f aced with so many assertions that
are more or less all the same”, as Umbrico herself  says, becomes even more obvious because of  the artist’s
selection of  – technically speaking – “bad” pictures, taken against the light and showing mainly
undistinguishable f aces. Through her re-grouping and alteration of  images in a schematic collage, she has
f lattened the images to bring the viewer to think about how the images relate to each other. Her method of
identif ying and putting together similar images f rom Flickr attempts to make sense of  the contemporary mass
phenomenon that consists of  taking pictures and sharing them on the Web. In other words, as I would argue,
she is looking at what Foucault calls the discourse, and she invites the viewer to consider this discourse “in the
play of  its immediacy” (Foucault 1998: 306).
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Both Umbrico herself  and the viewer of  Sunset Portraits are likely not concerned with the question of  whether
photography is an interpretation of  the world (Rancière 86) or whether Susan Sontag is right when she af f irms
that “[t]o photograph … means putting oneself  into a certain relation to the world that f eels like knowledge…”
(Sontag 4). How can the almost banal and individual – yet at the same time collectively repetit ive – act of
making sunset portraits be an interpretation of  the world?  How do they allow us to relate meaningf ully to the
world? But let’s not talk too much about “deeper” meanings – Foucault would, in any event, have rejected a
psychoanalytically inf ormed analysis of  these images. It is not the act of  photographing that is relevant here,
but rather the f act that this act and the subsequent sharing of  these images are part of  a discursive practice
governed by certain rules of  f ormation and circulation.

These visual discourses theref ore do not primarily exist because photographs capture experience (Sontag 3-
4), but because they exercise other f unctions. Indeed, it appears to be more important to take sunset pictures
according to particular standards and share them on the web as a means f or bonding (van Dijk 62), than to
create an individualized picture that f unctions as a memory tool.

It ’s worth noting that Umbrico, just like Foucault, does not seem, in a structuralist sense, to be overly
interested in the “f ormal possibilit ies af f orded by a system” (Foucault 1998: 289), which could be seen here as
all the possibilit ies of  image-making and image–sharing. Umbrico rather helps us locate the “various
regularit ies” that the f ormation of  this kind of  visual discourse obeys (Foucault 108).

How and why do these images relate to each other? Although each image posted on Flickr cannot be
considered a statement by itself , the assembled group of  images f eatured in Sunset Portraits represents a
system. It is a system in which statements are associated with rules that govern the production and circulation
of  images. Foucault would argue that it is precisely this system, composed of  statements that def ine and limit,
which ult imately unites the images. These statements are to be associated “with the rules governing the
particular f ield in which they are distributed and reproduced” (Deleuze 4).

Umbrico’s collage thus makes the viewer think about “the rules put into operation through a discursive practice
at a given moment that explain why a certain thing is seen (or omitted)” (Foucault 1996: 52). What is typically
included in such images, and what or who is excluded – what is part of  the discourse, and what is not? Elderly
people, babies, people with disabilit ies, and f amilies are not associated with the typical sunset picture. There
are not many (none at all?) black people in Umbrico’s work. Is the heterosexual couple the ideal subject f or a
sunset portrait? In other words, are these images, and more generally our individual f reedom, pre-scripted?

We theref ore have to ask what are the statements at play that make millions of  people take and post strikingly
similar pictures. Is it the widespread impulse to share one’s lif e on the web, combined with the ongoing
importance of  romantic love in the ‘Western’ world? Sunsets are perceived as beautif ul and romantic, ideally
experienced on vacation with a loved one by the ocean. Romantic sunset pictures hence also become
marketable. Some discourses thus get sidelined because of  a dominant discourse, as illustrated by Sunset
Portraits. Foucault would probably echo Umbrico’s crit ique of  this f orm of  power that installs itself
unconsciously and unintentionally.

“Finding” images on the web and creating a new sign system out of  them, as Umbrico does in her work, also
raises the question of  originality: who produces this discourse? The assembled images acquire, in Umbrico’s
words, “meanings dif f erent f rom those intended by the photographer or the original publisher of  the image”
(http://www.moisdelaphoto.com/umbrico_en.html). Where do we begin our inquiry? Should we at all be
concerned with locating the origins, the source?

http://www.moisdelaphoto.com/umbrico_en.html


When writ ing about photography, it is quite common to talk about the development and evolution of
photography, f rom the daguerreotype in the f irst half  of  the 19th century to digital photography in the early 21st

century. Over t ime, the uses of  photographs have changed, and nowadays almost anyone can take and collect
pictures and share them on the Web. We might wonder, methodologically speaking, what the point is of  going
back, of  trying to “retrace the discourse to the remote presence of  its origin” (Foucault 1998: 306), to f ind the
‘absolute beginning’. Are we reluctant to speak of  ‘relative beginnings’ because we have to posit ion ourselves
in relation to them, because we believe that we must justif y the choice of  such a relative beginning?

According to Foucault, there are always multiple points of  origin. This might explain why Umbrico does not
necessarily attempt to reveal the continuity or discontinuity over t ime of  taking and sharing pictures, choosing
instead to emphasize the here and now. Another collection of  photos she made also illustrates this and adds
another layer of  complexity. Here, people are photographed while standing in f ront of  her collage Suns, which
was also created f rom photos posted on Flickr.

Not knowing or being concerned with the precise history of
an image or a written text may represent an opportunity
rather than a shortcoming. It allows one to appreciate the
present, describe surf ace relations, and understand the
f ormation and f unctions of  discourses.

—

Note: Flickr is “a collaborative experience: a shared display of
memory, taste, history, signif iers of  identity, collection, daily
lif e and judgment through which amateur and prof essional

photographers collectively articulate a novel, digit ized (and decentralized) aesthetics of  the everyday” (Murray
149).
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