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Abstract 

 

Canadian photographer Jeff Wall is renowned for his large-scale light box narrative photography 

works, wherein the contents often oscillate between the realistic and supernatural. Having begun 

his career as a professor and writer of art history, Wall’s early works are dialogues to nineteenth 

century Romanticist painting. Combining digital technique and his characteristic cinematography, 

Jeff Wall’s later photography works can be viewed in two broader senses: one with an artifice 

style which is made obvious by the fantastic nature of his stories, and the other under the 

framework of “near documentary,”  coined by the artist himself, wherein the scene appears in the 

form of snapshots but has in fact been staged previously. Nonetheless, Jeff Wall’s photography 

works oscillate between documentary and staged photography, and cannot be fully identified in 

the respective realms of realism or the supernatural.   

 

Jeff Wall is also regarded as one of the leading practitioners of “tableau photography.” One of the 

main traits of tableau photography is that the photographic narrative is loaded into a single frame. 

The tendency of storytelling and Wall’s preference to adapt literary works into photographic 

works further instigate the affinity between photography and literature. Therefore, this study tries 

to describe the ambience of Jeff Wall’s photography – the instability between the real and 

supernatural, documentary and fictional photography – through Tzvetan Todorov’s analysis of 

the fantastic. 

   

This study may be considered as three different approaches to understanding the ambiguity of 

Jeff Wall’s art. In the first chapter: Jeff Wall: A Fantastic Approach to Photography, Jeff Wall’s 

ambiguous photography is described as the fantastic. The mysterious reality shown in Wall’s 

pictures has a close affinity with fantastic tales, therefore, Tzvetan Todorov’s theory of the 
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fantastic is applied to aid our understanding of Wall’s photography. Moreover, this affinity brings 

us to further perceive the close relationship between photography and literature, which has 

survived a long history since the invention of photography and is consequently crystallized in Jeff 

Wall’s works.  

 

Chapter two is the Spectre of Everyday. Photography has been intertwined with the theme of 

ghosts since the advent of photography. The idea of spirit photography and that camera can 

capture spirits was pervasive in the late nineteenth century. However, the sensation of the 

uncanny has not faded in the modern world, but on the contrary, has only increased in the works 

of contemporary artists. Wall constantly demonstrates the fantastic side of photography. Through 

various spooky topics such as the double, vampires, and living dead – the spectra in a state 

between life and death, animated and the inanimated, Jeff Wall evokes the uncanny and new 

possibilities in photography.   

 

In chapter three The Double Face of Photography, the discussion of the fantastic is expanded in 

the pursuit of assessing Jeff Wall’s photography as index or fiction. This inquiry leads us to a 

larger question: is photography an index or is it something more? This chapter, therefore, focuses 

at length on the photographic indexicality raised by Rosalind Krauss, in her article, “Notes on 

Index.(1977)” But contrary to her conviction that index and the accompanied truth claim is the 

sole essence of photography, I propose that the index is experiencing a metamorphosis. This 

metamorphosis results from the rise of new art photography, as the artist’s practices alters the 

index to take on different statuses, the index thus becomes fictional one, arousing the sense of the 

uncanny, and even points to the future instead of the past. This in turn affords photography its 

double faces, whereupon the polarities continuously overlap and influence each other.  
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中文摘要 

 

加拿大攝影師Jeff Wall (1946-)以具敘事性，遊走於寫實與奇幻之間的大型燈箱攝影作品聞

名於當代。修習藝術史出生的攝影家，早期的作品多挪用十九世紀浪漫主義Delacroix或是

印象派畫家馬內畫作，攝影的特徵與敘事畫的傳統交融於The Destroyed Room, Picture for 

Woman等作品中。採用cinematography以及數位技術的幫助，Jeff Wall之後的作品主要可以

分為兩類，一是具奇幻性質，照片呈現的故事內容古怪並脫離現實感；另一範疇則被藝術

家稱為「近紀實攝影」（near documentary），畫面上看似街頭快照（snapshot）的場景，

其實為編排後的結果。然而，不論具奇幻感或近紀實的攝影作品，皆未能全然定調於寫實

抑超現實，藝術家的攝影畫面徘徊於紀實與劇畫攝影間。 

     

      Jeff Wall同時被視為出現於80年代的大型畫型攝影（tableau photography）潮流中的一份

子，而畫型攝影主要的特徵是將所有敘事元素集合在單一畫面上。攝影敘事(storytelling)的

特徵，加上藝術家改編文學作品成攝影作品的偏好，讓攝影與文學兩種不同的藝術領域，

在Jeff Wall的作品裡共享相似性。因此，本篇論文嘗試以Todorv對於奇幻性（the fantastic）

的定義以及結構上的分析，描述Jeff Wall作品裡游移於寫實與超現實、紀實攝影與虛構間

的曖昧性。在第一章Jeff Wall: a Fantastic Approach to Photography裡，從Todorov對the 

fantastic在文學作品中的定義：「書中人物與讀者猶疑於所經歷為現實或超現實與否」，並

強調the fantastic的精髓在於「猶疑」。Jeff Wall的作品和Todorov所描述閱讀奇幻小說的經

驗相當類似，此外，文學作品裡塑造奇幻的方式也和Jeff Wall引起曖昧性的進路不謀而合。 
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第二章The Spectre of Everyday探討Jeff Wall作品的鬼魅。儘管鬼魅在攝影寫實的特質下

多被視為無稽之談，然而在攝影起始之時，由於對新機械的知識缺乏，大眾多相信攝影機

械如魔術般可以捕捉鬼魅，讓靈異照片(spiritphotography)在當時廣為流傳，使攝影在寫真、

科學之外，開啟了虛構操弄、超自然的縫隙。而上述的鬼魅風潮，在劇畫攝影盛行的80年

代再度復興。Jeff Wall不斷地在他的作品中展現攝影奇幻的一面，從分身到吸血鬼、活屍

等不同介於生與死、生命(animated)與無生命(inanimated)之間的鬼魅主題，以現代的形象延

展攝影藝術的奇幻性與新可能。 

 

第三章Double Face of Photography進一步延伸Jeff Wall攝影作品裡的曖昧性至其中索引

(the indexicality)與虛構的關係。除了重新檢視Rosalind Krauss的Notes one Index一文，並試著

透過Andre Bazin, Roland Barthes與Laura Mulvey等人對於索引的詮釋，來釐清索引在當代攝

影藝術的發展下是否仍為攝影唯一的本質，或者索引正歷經曖昧的變形(metamorphosis) 過

程：索引從過去現實生活下的印記，轉變為攝影中虛構敘事的情節元素、誘發詭奇

(uncanny)的反應，或成為指向未來、未知事件的索引。 

 

關鍵字：Jeff Wall、奇幻性、靈異照片、雙身、索引性。 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

This thesis centers on the Canadian contemporary artist Jeff Wall (1946-), and his relation to the 

fantastic. Through viewing the fantastic as his mode of image-making, this study further traces 

the association between photography and the fantastic at the advent of photography and discusses 

the issue of photographic index. Combining digital technique and his characteristic 

cinematography, Jeff Wall’s photography works can be viewed in two broader categories: one 

with an artifice style which is made obvious by the fantastic nature of his stories, and the other 

under the framework of “near documentary,”  coined by the artist himself, wherein the scene 

appears in the form of snapshots but has in fact been staged previously. Nonetheless, Jeff Wall’s 

photography works oscillate between documentary and staged photography, and cannot be fully 

identified in the respective realms of realism or the supernatural.   

  

The year of 1978 could be marked as a shift for both Jeff Wall’s artistic career and the 

contemporary art movement.1 This was the year Wall made The Destroyed Room[Fig.0-1], his 

first large-format backlit, cinematography work2. This work signifies both the artist’s departure 

from the typical procedure of conceptual art to the pictorial mode and a tendency of narrative 

photography.3  In The Destroyed Room, Wall remakes the history painting of Eugene Delacroix’ 

The Death of Sardanapalus (1827)[Fig.0-2]. He turns this historical painting, which shows as a 

                                                
1 Jean-Francois Chevrier, “The Spectre of Everyday”, in Jeff Wall: Complete Edition, London: Phaidon, 2009, P.112 
2 The term cinematography stands for Jeff Wall’s idiosyncratic photographic works, which are stage photographs 
that required sets, actors, costumes and the kind of techniques, and are largely associated with film production. 
Therefore, cinematography is generally used in this thesis to refer to Jeff Wall’s photography works. For further 
explanation of cinematography, see “Nothing but Photography, interview between Hans de Wolf and Jeff Wall,” in 
Hans de Wolf ed., Jeff Wall: The Crooked Path, Brussels: Bozar Books; Antwerp : Ludion, 2011, P.69   
3 “Typology, Luminescence, Freedom: Selections from a Conversation between Jeff Wall and Els Barents”, in Jeff 
Wall:Selected Essays and interview, NY: MoMA, 2007, P.194 
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transitional work from a eroticized ideal of military glory4 into a modern domestic violence 

scene.5 Moreover, the year of 1978 also represents a new period for photography. Art historians 

and critics at that time were trying to legitimate photography as an art. While for the artists, they 

also have begun to employ photography as an art medium, and have explored the potential of 

photography through many different means. One of the groundbreakers is the American artist 

Cindy Sherman. In her Untitled Film Still (1977-1980)[fig.0-3], she attempts to imitate the 

stereotype in the movies, particularly focused on the conventional scenario of female persona, to 

create her own “film stills.6”  Her photography work does not derive from the reality, but 

transforming into a manipulation of the artist’s fantasy. 

 

Like Sherman,  Jeff Wall stages his fantasy and observation in photography, but his manner is 

more close to the traditional painting, and thus he is regarded as one of the leading practitioners 

of “tableau photography.7” Similar to its precedents – the tableau painting in the eighteenth and 

nineteenth century, the photographic narrative is loaded into a single frame in Jeff Wall’s works, 

while the viewers rely on the shared cultural ability to recognize the character and the prop as a 

pregnant moment in his story. But, the narrative aspect further lies in his preference to adapt the 

literary works, particularly from the fantastic literature. Except his shift from Conceptual art to 

the pictorial tradition, Peter Galassi, the former director of Photography department at MoMA, 

                                                
4 Typology, Luminescence, Freedom: Selections from a Conversation between Jeff Wall and Els Barents”, in Jeff 
Wall:Selected Essays and interview, NY: MoMA, 2007, P.186 
5 Typology, Luminescence, Freedom: Selections from a Conversation between Jeff Wall and Els Barents”, in Jeff 
Wall:Selected Essays and interview, NY: MoMA, 2007, P.188 
6 Michael Fried, Why Photography Matters as Art as Never Before, Yale Univ. Press, 2008, P.7 
7 The term of tableau photography, or tableau form is first given by French art historian, Jean-Francois Chevrier to 
describe a new photographic style emerged in the late 1970s when a group photographers were making large 
photographs. The photographers singled out by Chevrier are John Coplans, Bill Henson, Craigie Horsfield, Suzanne 
Lafont, and Jeff Wall. See Jean-Francois Chevrier, “The Adventure of the Picture From in the History of 
Photography (1989),” trans Michael Glison, in The Last Picture Show: Artists Using Photography, 1960-1982, exh. 
cat., curated by Douglas Fogle, Minneapolis, Los Angeles, 2003-4, P.116  
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considers the year of 1994 as another fresh departure for Wall.8 This is the year Wall made 

Odradek, Tàboritskà 8, Prague, 18 July 1994[fig.0-4], his first photographic work that made 

from a specific passage of  Franz Kafka’s short story: “The Cares of Family Man.” Later he made 

another two pieces that also based on literary fictions : After “Invisible Man” by Ralph Ellison, 

the Prologue (1999-2000)[fig.5.] and After “Spring Snow” by Yukio Mishima, chapter 34 (2000-

2005)[fig.6.].  

 

The tendency of storytelling and Wall’s preference to adapt the fantastic literature into 

photographic works further suggest the affinity between photography and literature. Thus, this 

study tries to describe the ambience of Jeff Wall’s photography – the instability between the real 

and supernatural, documentary and fictional photography – through Tzvetan Todorov’s analysis 

of the fantastic. In his book, The Fantastic: A structural Approach to a Literary Genre, the 

French structuralist, Tzvetan Todorov rejects the traditional idea of fantastic but illustrates that 

the fantastic is a duration of hesitation which is as a pure act or behavior pattern.9 He purposes 

that the fantastic lies in the reader’s uncertainty between what is apparently real and what is 

apparently unreal.10  

 

So here I suggest that Jeff Wall’s photography works can be described as fantastic for his picture 

oscillates between the duality of real and unreal, photographic index and fiction. To further 

emphasize this point, this study will focus on Jeff Wall’s photography works especially after the 

year of 1991 as the supernatural elements are more apparent, and those which are based on 

                                                
8 Peter Galassi, Jeff Wall, exhibition organized by Peter Galassi, Neal Benezra, New York : Museum of Modern Art : 
Distributed in the U.S. and Canada by D.A.P./Distributed Art Publishers, 2007 P.52 
9 In order to view Tzvetan Todorov’s study as the filter to understand and describe Jeff Wall’s art, my study has 
avoid the controversial issues in Todorov’s book and only use his general ideas that are accepted by the follow 
theorists of fantastic literature. See Christine Brook-Rose, A Retoric of the Unreal: Studies in Narrative and 
Structure, especially of the Fantastic, New York: Cambridge University Press, 1981  
10 Tzvetan Todorov, The Fantastic : A Structural Approach to a Literary genre; translated from the French by 
Richard Howard ; with a foreword by Robert Scholes, N.Y. : Cornell University Press, 1975, P. 157 
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fantastic literary works, such as Odradek, Tàboritskà 8, Prague, 18 July 1994 and After 

“Invisible Man” by Ralph Ellison, the Prologue (1999-2000).  

 

This study may be considered as three different approaches to understanding the ambiguity of 

Jeff Wall’s art. In the first chapter: Jeff Wall: A Fantastic Approach to Photography, Jeff Wall’s 

ambiguous photography is described as the fantastic. The mysterious reality shown in Wall’s 

pictures has a close affinity with fantastic tales, therefore, Tzvetan Todorov’s theory of the 

fantastic is applied to aid our understanding of Wall’s photography. Moreover, this affinity brings 

us to further perceive the close relationship between photography and literature, which has 

survived a long history since the invention of photography and is consequently crystallized in Jeff 

Wall’s works.  

 

Chapter two is the Spectre of Everyday. Photography has been intertwined with the fantastic 

figures, such as ghosts ever since the advent of photography. The idea of spirit photography and 

that camera can capture spirits was pervasive in the late nineteenth century. However, the 

sensation of the uncanny has not faded in the modern world, but on the contrary, has only 

increased in the works of contemporary artists. Wall constantly demonstrates the fantastic side of 

photography. Through various spooky topics such as the double, vampires, and living dead – the 

spectra in a state between life and death, animated and the inanimated, Jeff Wall evokes the 

uncanny and new possibilities in photography.   

 

In chapter three The Double Face of Photography, the discussion of the fantastic is expanded in 

photographic double and its fantastic aspects. The dematerialized reality and the endless 

reproduction that photography produces evoke a feeling a uncanny and supernatural. And this 

ability has become a theme Jeff Wall and the film director Christopher Nolan explored in their 
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works, and discussed by Sigmund Freud and the film historian Tom Gunning. This inquiry leads 

us to the double face of photography. Its realism and the fantastic perspective is like the two sides 

of the same coin. This photographic duality both shown in Jeff Wall’s works and the 

contemporary art practice and even the theoretical debate of the ontology of photography.  
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CHAPTER ONE 

JEFF WALL: A FANTASTIC APPROACH TO PHOTOGRAPHY 

 

When I saw A Sudden Gust of Wind . . . at the Hayward Gallery’s group show ‘The Epic 

and the Everyday’ in the summer of 1994, I was confused, unable to figure out how it 

worked. I realized soon after that Wall was, by that time, an internationally recognized 

artist whose use of computer-generated effects in his photography were quite well known, 

[…] However, at that moment, standing in front of the picture, I was fascinated and 

bewildered by the seemingly incompatible temporalities it depicted. The picture clearly 

placed itself in the tradition of the aesthetic of the instant, the snap that captures the 

Cartier–Bressonian ‘decisive moment’. At the same time, the perfection and simultaneity of 

nature and gesture was more reminiscent of the carefully composed effects of a Hollywood 

studio. I was disorientated and unsure of what I was actually seeing11.  

 

As Laura Mulvey suggests, Jeff Wall’s work, A Sudden Gust of Wind[Fig.1-1.]—as are all of Jeff 

Wall’s other works—is a fascinating and disorientating picture. This large-scaled color 

photograph is displayed in a light box. It depicts a flat, open landscape in which four foreground 

figures are frozen as they respond to a sudden gust of wind. Jeff Wall’s work is based on a 

woodcut, Travellers Caught in a Sudden breeze at Ejiri (1832) from a famous portfolio, The 

Thirty-six Views of Fuji, by the Japanese painter and printmaker Katsushika Hokusai (1760-1849). 

Wall photographed actors in a landscape located outside his home town, Vancouver, when 

similar weather conditions prevailed over a period of five months. He then digitally collaged 

elements of the photograph in order to achieve the desired composition. The result is a staged 
                                                
11 Laura Mulvey, “A Sudden Gust of Wind (after Hokusai): from After to Before the Photograph,” in Oxford Art 
Journal: Special Topic on Jeff Wall, 2007, Vol: 30:1, PP.27-37, P.30 
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tableau in the manner of a classical painting. As in Hokusai’s original, two men clutch their hats 

to their heads while a third stares up into the sky, where his trilby is being carried away by the 

wind. On the left, a woman figure is halted in a state of shock, her head concealed by her scarf 

which is blown around her face. A sheaf of papers in her hand is dispersed by the gust and their 

trajectory, spread over the centre stage of the image, creates a dynamic sense of movement. Two 

narrow trees, also in the foreground, bend in the force of the wind, releasing dead leaves which 

mingle with the flying papers. In Hokusai’s image the landscape is a curving path through a reed-

filled area next to a lake, leading towards Mount Fuji in the far distance. But in Wall’s version, 

flat brown fields abut onto a canal. Small shacks, a row of telegraph poles and concrete pillars 

and piping evoke an imagery of industrial farming in the far distance. The unromantic nature of 

the landscape is reinforced by a small structure made of corrugated iron in the foreground. The 

pathway on which the figures stand is a dirt track extending along the front of the photograph 

from one side to the other. There is no sense of connection between the characters, whose 

position in the landscape appears incongruous. Two wear smart city clothes, adding to the sense 

of displacement.  

 

All in all, the force of the wind, the distorted movements, and the floating papers and cherries are 

frozen in front of our eyes. A Sudden Gust of Wind is a photograph work mixed with movement 

and stillness, reality and fantasy. Everything is contradictory with each other in this picture, 

which induces Laura Mulvey to state, “I was disorientated and unsure of what I was actually 

seeing12” when she first encountered this picture. Jeff Wall’s photographs are always a puzzle for 

its viewers. There is no exception for the critic, Mulvey, who is also victim of this hesitation 

instigated by Wall’s photographs and not being able to distinguish whether or not she is 

                                                
12 Laura Mulvey, A Sudden Gust of Wind (after Hokusai): from After to Before the Photograph, in Oxford Art 
Journal: special topic of Jeff Wall, Vol.30:1, 2007, PP.27-37, P.30 
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witnessing an improbable scene. Is it an actual natural force, or a fabricated one? This held-in-

suspense has almost become a common syndrome for the viewers of Jeff Wall’s works, and the 

experience of disorientation and uncertainty is shared by critics and art historians. A similar 

complaint is filed by critic Mark Lewis:  

 

I found myself almost frozen in front of this photograph (War Game)[Fig.1-2.], just as I’d been 

some twenty years earlier in front of Woman and her Doctor, I have to confess that again, 

standing there and looking at this large black and white photograph of children playing war 

games in an urban landscape, I didn't really understand it either; more precisely, I know that I 

was misunderstanding it, that every reading or interpretation that I made (and probably still 

make) of the image was continually being undermined by the image itself. These 

misunderstandings, I think, are actually, part of the picture’s genuine invention, what kept me 

looking at it for such a long time and what keeps me returning to it again and again13. 

 

Mark Lewis admits that he always pauses in front of Wall’s work trying hard to figure out what 

Wall is trying to express in his picture, which is also the case for Susan Sontag. In her book 

Regarding the Pain of Others, she describes the re-animated scene presented in Dead Troop 

Talks [Fig.1-3.] as a creepy fantasy:  

 

The figures in Wall’s visionary photo-work are “realistic” but, of course, the image is not. 

Dead soldiers don't talk. Here they do. […] Engulf by the image, which is so accusatory, 

we could fantasize that the soldiers might turn and talk to us14.     

 

                                                
13 Mark Lewis, “Jeff Wall: Photographer, 2009” in Jeff Wall: Photography, 2009, in: Thierry de Duve, Jeff Wall, 
London ; New York : Phaidon Press, 2nd 2009, P.180 
14 Susan Sontag, Regarding the Pain of Others, New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2003, P.77 
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Imagining dead soldiers come back to life, and have a chat with each other, death and life are 

constantly contradicting in Dead Troop Talks. These improbable scenes, supernatural characters, 

as observed by many critics, own a supernatural nature. This is what makes Jeff Wall’s 

photography enchanting and fascinating. The challenge for critics is that the difficulty in 

describing or interpreting the reality presented by these dead soldiers, the doll-like woman, or the 

bizarre gust of wind. Wall’s photography does not provide a clear distinction of its own nature. 

Because they combine documentary and fictional elements, these pictures are stuck between 

interpretations.    

 

Describing and explaining the origins of this ambiguity is equally problematic for photography 

theorists and critics. Laura Mulvey, for example, suggests that there is a “technological 

uncanny15”: a sense of uncertainty when confronted by a phenomenon that can actually be easily 

explained by the use of a new and unfamiliar technology. It is Jeff Wall’s use of digital montage 

that provokes the confusing while improbable temporality. Thierry de Duve shares the same 

opinion with Laura Mulvey. In his article entitled, “The Mainstream and the Crooked Path 

(1996)”, de Duve notices that since Wall started to use digital montage, the issue of beauty in his 

works has given way to that of the grotesque.16 De Duve did not provide more precise 

explanation about the sense of grotesque, but it is sure that he is also aware of the bizarreness or 

even monstrosity shown in Wall’s pictures. Still, De Duve considers it as a significant character 

since he mentions that this prominent shift deserves a full discussion in another book of its own.    

 

                                                
15 Laura Mulvey, A Sudden Gust of Wind (after Hokusai): from After to Before the Photograph, in Oxford Art 
Journal: special topic of Jeff Wall, Vol:30:1, 2007, PP.27-37, P.33  
16  Thierry de Duve, “The Mainstream and the Crooked Path”  in: Thierry de Duve, Jeff Wall, London ; New York : 
Phaidon Press, 2nd 2009. P. 32  
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The term uncanny and grotesque are in this respect significant, since they contain a strong 

connotation related to the sense of uncomfortable strangeness produced by Wall’s works.  

Some theorists believe that this strangeness is originated from adaptation of computer 

technology. But, the grotesque or unrealistic ambience has already been presented in the digital-

free works such as Dead Troop Talk and Vampire’s Picnic. These re-animated soldiers and 

vampire family seem to come from the artist’s own fantasy and imagination instead of being 

inspired by digital technology. Besides, no matter the term uncanny or grotesque, both of these 

words cannot fully describe the feeling of suspense and instability of interpretations when 

looking at Wall’s pictures. It is the feeling of in-between which made it hard for photographer 

Mark Lewis to decide what this picture exactly means, and felt the need to return to it over and 

over again.    

 

There is probably something left unsaid in both Mulvey and de Duve’s articles. As the French art 

historian Jean-Francois Chevrier suggests in his article entitled “The Spectra and Everyday,” the 

strangeness originates from “the irruption of the untoward in the banal.17” Jeff Wall does not try 

to depict a supernatural event, the strangeness in his work does not emerge from an untimely or 

an unusual event, but is provided by a deviation from the present and common place18, such as 

the magic-like wind in A Sudden Gust of Wind. Chevrier names this strangeness the fantastic, a 

term that is derived from Roger Caillois’s Anthology of the Fantastic. In his opinion, the fantastic 

stands not for a completely supernatural event, but more like an irruption in common life.19    

 

                                                
17 Jean-Francois Chevrier, “The Spectra and Everyday” in: Thierry de Duve, Jeff Wall, London ; New York : 
Phaidon Press, 2nd 2009, P. 117 
18 Jean-Francois Chevrier, “The Spectra and Everyday” in: Thierry de Duve, Jeff Wall, London ; New York : 
Phaidon Press, 2nd 2009, P.116 
19 “At Home and Elsewhere: A dialogue in Brussels: between Jeff Wall and Jean-Francois Chevrier” in Jeff Wall: 
Selected Essays and interview, NY: MoMA, 2007, P. 290 
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This fantastic mode, as suggested by Chevrier, especially exists in Jeff Wall’s black and white 

photographs, mostly in the pictures produced after 1990s. According to him, these pictures 

provide a combination of uncanny and archaic documentary tradition.20  Housekeeping 

(1996)[Fig.1-5] for example, corresponded to the theme of the “haunted room.” The deliberated 

neutrality and cleanness of the hotel room makes this picture strange and uncanny. Presented like 

a snap shot, the moment shows the newly spick-and-span bed room about to be frozen into an 

image of vacant space, an empty, lifeless interior. The human (guest) traces of lived-in, the stuff 

s/he has used, have been carefully rubbed out, effaced. It evokes a sense of haunted room: a 

lifeless space. And the hotel maid with only her back shown to the viewer turns out to be like a 

living dead, a specter.21  

 

Chevrier’s interpretation does not come from nowhere. In one interview with Jeff Wall, the artist 

confessed that the reality we live in is very unstable. There is a thin line between real and unreal. 

And this acknowledgement leads to his characterized cinematography :   

 

That shows up in ordinary language, say, when you call someone a ‘devil’ or a ‘martyr.’ 

This process of identification, and maybe mistaken identity, which we’re always involved 

with, is central to the literary or thematic aspect of pictorial art. Through these phantom 

identifications, we react to our experience of other people, other being, and this is always 

present when we’re witnessing occurrence, things apparently happening right in front of 

our eyes. I’d claim they’re also happening elsewhere at the same time, maybe behind the 

eyes. So I can't draw a sharp distinction between the prosaic and the spectral, between the 

                                                
20  Jean-Francois Chevrier, “The Spectra and Everyday” in: Thierry de Duve, Jeff Wall, London ; New York : 
Phaidon Press, 2nd 2009, P. 116 
21 “At Home and Elsewhere: A dialogue in Brussels: between Jeff Wall and Jean-Francois Chevrier” in Jeff Wall: 
Selected Essays and interview, NY: MoMA, 2007, P. 290 
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factual and the fantastic, and by extension between the documentary and the imaginary. 

‘Cinematography’ is my way of working on this.22 

 

Cinematography becomes his way to present an unstable reality. As defined by Wall himself, 

cinematography are in a sense staged photographs that require sets, actors, costumes and the kind 

of techniques normally associated with film production.23 The photographer is like a film 

director. The actors, techniques, and assistances have no difference with the real film-shooting. 

And the mise-en-scene is based on the photographer’s own imaginary or fantasy. 

Cinematography provides the flexibility for the artist to create the ambiguous reality he desires. 

The only difference is that Wall adopts the film technique to create a still image, a tableau 

photograph. This way of making photography is considered as a manipulation and thus both 

challenge the traditional concepts of photography: a truthful document, and the photographer as 

an objective recorder. Hence, Wall’s pictures have two kinds of ambiguity: on the one side, we 

do not know whether he depicts a real or unreal scene; or on the other, whether photograph can 

be seen as an authentic record. As we can see, Jeff Wall intends to push his photography works 

into this ambiguous state. His intention has been explained in interviews or speeches. Not only is 

Wall constantly trying to provide an unrealistic interpretation of his own works, but he also 

considers his ambiguous photography as “fantasy picture”:  

 

I feel there has always been a grain of the “improbable” in my picture and in my characters. 

For example, I thought of the woman in Woman and Her Doctor[Fig.1-6] as a porcelain 

figurine, and tried to make her a bit like one, very glossy, so that the “clinical gaze” of the 

doctor would have something to work on. I made a “double” in 1979 (Double Self-

                                                
22  Jean-Francois Chevrier, “The Spectra and Everyday” in: Thierry de Duve, Jeff Wall, London ; New York : 
Phaidon Press, 2nd 2009, P. 292  
23 Tate glossary. http://www.tate.org.uk/whats-on/tate-modern/exhibition/jeff-wall/resources/jeff-wall-glossary 
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Portrait[Fig.1-7]). The man in No seems to have only one leg – how is he moving alone the 

street? The woman in Abundance always seemed sort of hallucinatory to me. The Thinker 

[Fig.1-8] is an impossible being,  too. I have always thought of my “realistic” work as 

populated with spectral characters whose state of being was not that fixed. That, too, is an 

inherent aspect, or effect, of what I call “cinematography”: things don’t have to really exist, 

or to have existed, to appear in the picture. So, I see my more recent “fantasy” pictures as 

just extensions of the elements that have always been present.24    

  

Coincidently, both the artist himself and Jean-Francois Chevrier use the word “fantastic” or 

“fantasy”, words that are normally used to describe a certain literary genre, to depict the 

ambiguous atmosphere of  Wall’s pictures. Different to what Chevrier says about the fantastic as 

the deviation of our common life, Jeff Wall seems to refer to an ambiguous situation between the 

real and unreal. From the interview, it is noticeable that Jeff Wall considers his way of making 

photography, cinematography as he named it himself, to create “things that don’t have to really 

exist”, and to achieve an ambiguous state between “the prosaic and the spectral, between the 

factual and the fantastic, and by extension between the documentary and the imaginary.” 

Moreover, the recurrent use of terms in his interviews, such as hallucination, spectral, devil, and 

improbable, encourages us to question the links between this picture and the fantastic genre.  As 

well as the uncanny scenes, and improbable figures such as vampires, living dead, and female 

giant, these characters are easily associated with the characters in fantastic literature.  

 

The affinity Jeff Wall’s photography shares with fantastic literature makes it possible to apply 

Tzvetan Todorov’s theory of the fantastic here. In his book The Fantastic: A Structural Approach 

                                                
24 Jean-Francois Chevrier, “The Spectra and Everyday” in: Thierry de Duve, Jeff Wall, London ; New York : 
Phaidon Press, 2nd 2009, P. 254 
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to a Literal Genre, Todorov explores the boundaries between the real and unreal in fantastic 

fictions, which is also the same problematic issue in Jeff Wall’s pictures. Todorov defines the 

fantastic as a behavior pattern from both the main character in the stories and the readers. It is a 

hesitation between the real and unreal: 

 

The fantastic, we have seen, lasts only as a certain hesitation: a hesitation common to 

reader and character, who must decide whether or not what they perceive derived from 

“reality” as it exist in common opinion.25  

 

By this definition, Todorov marks the fantastic as an ambiguous perception between the real and 

the supernatural. This scenario occurs when the main character encounters some incidents that is 

beyond our common perception or knowledge to the reality. Here, Todorov provides a literal 

example from the Saragossa Manuscript by Polish author Jan Potocki. Alfonso van Worden, the 

chief character of this story, experienced a series of strange events which makes him sway back 

and forth between real and supernatural explanations of his adventures. But even until the very 

end of the story, Alfonso is nearly convinced that someone has set him up to this series of strange 

events, but he cannot completely rule out the supernatural explanations.26  

 

The word nearly signifies the point of the fantastic. It means that Alfonso is neither convinced in 

the supernatural explanation nor the realistic one. This indecisive attitude bred the existence of 

fantastic. According to Todorov, the pure fantastic resides in the remains of the hesitation, and 

thus the fantastic occupies only a very short lifespan since once the character/reader decides 

                                                
25 Tzvetan Todorov, Richard Howard trans., The Fantastic: A Structural Approach to a Literary Genre, Connell 
Univ. Press, 1975, P. 41 
26 Tzvetan Todorov, Richard Howard trans., The Fantastic: A Structural Approach to a Literary Genre, Connell 
Univ. Press, 1975, P.156 
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whether the event is supernatural or not, whereupon the narrative will fall into other categories.27 

Therefore, the essence of the fantastic would be the remains of hesitation. “The book closed, the 

hesitation persists.” is the highest principle of the fantastic. Despite the highly scientific ways of 

distinguishing pure fantastic and its sub-genre has often been criticized by other literary critics,28 

Todorov’s concept  of the pure fantastic can be very helpful for us to understand and to describe 

Jeff Wall’s pictures. We can first notice that Todorov’s idea of the fantastic coincides with Jeff 

Wall’s idea of photography-making. In the interview already cited, Wall says that in his creative 

process he “can't draw a sharp distinction between the prosaic and the spectral, between the 

factual and the fantastic, and by extension between the documentary and the imaginary.” What 

we experience in the fantastic fiction finds its counterpart in Jeff Wall’s photography. The 

viewers are experiencing a hesitation between real and unreal exactly like those fantastic fiction 

readers.  

 

Since Todorov’s definition of fantastic can perfectly describe Jeff Wall’s photography works, and 

moreover, provide a distinctive description, the next question would be: could literature theory be 

applied to photography practice?  This application wont be inappropriate at all if we recall the 

affinity of photography with literature, or the realm of writing. Literature and art already has a 

long history of interaction, as suggests by Francois Brunet. In his book Photography and 

Literature, photography’s affinity with literature can be traced back to the earliest case of 

William Henry Talbots’ Pencil of Nature (1844-6), who views photography as a light-writing.  

 

                                                
27 Tzvetan Todorov, Richard Howard trans., The Fantastic: A Structural Approach to a Literary Genre, Connell 
Univ. Press, 1975, P.157 
28 See Barton Levi St. Armand, Review: A Superior Abstraction: Todorov on the Fantastic, in NOVEL: A Forum on 
Fiction, Vol. 8, No. 3 (Spring, 1975), P.267 
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The close relationship between photography and literature is even more evident in the works of 

contemporary artists, such as Cindy Sherman and Sophie Calle.29 Since the late 1970s 

photography has experienced a literary turn. Photograph has moved away from the documentary 

and record, and turns into a liberated medium for artists to express their ideas and imaginations. 

This new regime of art photography has also been named as “tableau form.” Discussed by Jean-

Francois Chevrier in his article, “The Adventure of the Picture Form in the History of 

Photography30” (1989), the tableau photography shows a tendency toward large-scaled displays 

which are not designed to be read in photo books, but to be hung for the wall and to be viewed at 

like painting.31 The practice of tableau form is further associated with this literary turn, as we can 

see from Jeff Wall’s first photography work The Destroyed Room looks back to the tradition of 

narrative painting. The pictorial narrative is rather than played out in sequent photograph, but 

concentrates into a single picture.  In her book Photograph as Contemporary Art, Charlotte 

Cotton indicates that tableau photography has its precedents in pre-photographic art and 

figurative painting of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, and the viewer’s understanding 

relies on “the same cultural ability to recognize a combination of characters and props as a 

pregnant moment of story.32” Therefore, photography in this period is performed like a visual 

story or a narrative. Image shows the traces, and depends on a mutual understanding of how a 

scene could be choreographed for the viewer so that they can realize that the story is being told.    

 

                                                
29 François Brunet, Literature and Photography, London: Reaction Book, P.7 
30 Jean-Francois Chevrier, “The Adventure of the Picture Form in History of Photography,” in The Last Picture 
Show, Douglas Fogle, ed., Minneapolis: Walker Art Center, 2003, P.113-127 
31 The issue of tableau photography has also been discussed by Michael Fried, as a response to Jean-Francois 
Chevrier. it has rediscussed recently by Michael Fried. In his book Why Photography Matters as Art as Never Before, 
Fried further dated this literal shift in the period between 1978-1981, and particularly expressed by the photography 
works of Thomas Ruff, and Jeff Wall. in Michael Fried, Why Photography Matters as Art as Never Before, Yale 
Univ. Press, 2008, P.14 
32 Charlotte Cotton, The Photograph as Contemporary Art, London; New York: Thames & Hudson, 2004, P. 49 
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Needless to say that Jeff Wall himself has huge interest in literature, and himself is also a 

writer.33 The attempt to rebuild a bond between literature and photography is also shown in his 

artworks.34 In his early practices, Landscape Manual(1969)[Fig.1-8], Wall combined texts and 

photographs in a way that resembled articles in magazine. But later Wall desired to find a more 

profound connection between these two artistic fields. He starts to choose his motifs from the 

characters or from the plot of literary fiction. After the Invisible Man (1999-2000), for instance, is 

based on the fiction Invisible Man by Ralph Ellison. In his interview with Jean-Francois Chevrier, 

Wall confirms there is a literary shift in his artistic practices: 

 

  When I begun to read Roland Barthes, around 1968, I sensed that he was developing a 

concepts related to that thought, especially in Writing Degree Zero. So it seemed to me that, 

within the rejection of literature in modern art, a new relation to literature was being 

hypothesized. Maybe it’s more precise to say that a new relation to the sense that there was 

a relation, even if it was denied, was being hypothesized. Anyway, that had something to 

do with making textual experiments around 1969. What I did wasn’t Conceptual art and it 

wasn’t an overly literary activity, it was just some kind of experiment, using a kind of 

novelistic but reflective writing in connection with photographs. It was influenced by 

Burroughs, by Smithson, and Andre Breton’s Nadja, which includes that documentary-style 

photographs by Boiffard. I saw Nadja as a kind of model for a possible writing practice, as 

art.  

    

It is not a coincidence that Jeff Wall views the surrealist work, Nadja as a model of novelistic, 

photography-connected writing. Andre Breton can be considered as the first artist to combine 

                                                
33 Jeff Wall is a productive writer of art. His essays in many ways reflect his idea toward photography and reflections 
on its history.    
34 Peter Galassi, Jeff Wall, New York : Museum of Modern Art, 2009, P.52 
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literature and photography, while the surrealists were also the first artistic group that exploited 

the fantastic potential of photography.35  Photography, according to the surrealist writer, Pierre 

Mac Orlan’s mind, is a perfect vehicle for exploring “social fantastic.36” In his article entitled, 

“Literary Imagination and Photography (1928),” Mac Orlan suggested that photography has the 

potential to expand our perspective of the world and fulfill the paucity of realism: “At this 

moment, photography is the most accomplished art, capable of realizing the fantastic and all that 

is curiously inhuman in the atmosphere that surrounds us, and even in man’s very personality37” 

Man Ray or Kertesz’s works present a reality that is beyond our common perception, such as “the 

fantastic restlessness of the street, most in keeping with the tastes of central Europe, interprets the 

secret elements of shadow and light, deriving romantic flavor from them.38” Photography, for 

Mac Orlan, can not merely be seen as a document of reality, but has the power to express the 

artistic and imaginary in a fantastic mode.  

 

The triangular relation between photography, literature, and the fantastic which is presented in 

most surrealist artworks, seems to reappear in Jeff Wall’s works. So now, is it possible to assume 

the fantastic as the perfect description for the ambiguous perception and the instability of 

interpretation in Jeff Wall’s picture? Under the classifications of Todorov, does the fantastic 

described by Jeff Wall echo the different genres of literature? And what is the distinctive element 

of the fantastic shared with literature and photography? Can we ask how the fantastic works 

                                                
35 Pierre Mac Orlan, “The Literary Art of Imagination and Photography” in Christopher Phillip edited, Photography 
in the Modern Era: European documents and critical writings, 1913-1940, New York : Metropolitan Museum of 
Art : Aperture, 1989, P.28 
36 Pierre Mac Orlan, “The Literary Art of Imagination and Photography” in Christopher Phillip edited, Photography 
in the Modern Era: European documents and critical writings, 1913-1940, New York : Metropolitan Museum of 
Art : Aperture, 1989, P.27 
37 Pierre Mac Orlan, “The Literary Art of Imagination and Photography” in Christopher Phillip edited, Photography 
in the Modern Era: European documents and critical writings, 1913-1940, New York : Metropolitan Museum of 
Art : Aperture, 1989, P.29 
38 Pierre Mac Orlan, “The Literary Art of Imagination and Photography” in Christopher Phillip edited, Photography 
in the Modern Era: European documents and critical writings, 1913-1940, New York : Metropolitan Museum of 
Art : Aperture, 1989, P.29 
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between literature and photography, as a field of art? Through the interaction between literature 

and photography, Todorov’s systematic classifications might help us obtain a more precise idea 

about Jeff Wall’s fantastic characters. Therefore, in the following discussions, the specific 

characters of the fantastic selected by Todorov will be further explored with concrete examples of 

literary works. While these characters will also be compared with different photography works of 

Jeff Wall.  
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Disequilibrium  

 

In one of his most recent work, Boy Falls from Tree (2011)[Fig.1-10], Jeff Wall challenges 

himself by capturing the free fall: a boy plummeting from tree to the ground. The instable 

composition catches our eyes at the first sight of this picture: we see a nice summer day 

afternoon, the tree casting a shadow on the grass with a ray of sunlight. Everything in this garden 

is in a tranquil state. The grass of the lawn is carefully cut and the rest of the garden tools are 

arranged in order. But, a boy is free falling from tree. A fall that breaks the peaceful atmosphere 

of the summer garden, and disturbs the composition of the picture.  

 

The instability of the composition further brings us to worry about the falling boy. What would 

happen when he hits the ground? Would he be seriously injured? Would he break his legs or 

arms? According to the artist, this theme of a boy falling from a tree began from his childhood 

memories.39 Indeed, a boy playing in the yard and then dropping from a tree seems such a 

common incident that could happen to everyone. Yet the huge contrast between the tranquil 

atmosphere and the dramatic free fall provokes a sense of discomfort and strangeness.  

 

Besides the contrast between safety and danger, Jeff Wall also presents a conflict between 

stillness and movement. Stillness versus movement is a familiar theme in Wall’s photography 

works, whether it is found in Milk[Fig.1-11], A Sudden Gust of Wind, and A Stumbling Block, just 

to name a few. In these pictures, it is oftentimes the force of violence that destroys the original 

inanimate scene. For instance, in Milk, the grid-like order of the brick wall background, and 

strong vertical bands that stripe the left side of the image contrast sharply with the tension in the 

man’s arms and the uncontrolled arc of milk. But what makes Boy Falls from Tree remarkable is 
                                                
39 In the white cube interview, http://whitecube.com/channel/in_the_gallery_past/jeff_wall_on_boy_falls_from_tree/ 
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the difficulty of capturing a free fall person, as the artist himself admits, “Capturing a free fall is 

very difficult, objects accelerate very quickly. Gravity is a powerful force. I didn’t want it to be 

blurred. In order to do that, it took time. It’s all very prosaic.40”  However, this prosaic process 

brings us a marvelous frozen moment of a free-falling boy. Furthermore, by presenting a 

Muybridge-like stop-action of a falling boy, Boy falls from Tree is more or less a reference to 

history of photography. Wall reproduces a frozen movement that only camera can capture but 

remains unseen to human eyes. It generates a contrast that only photography can achieve.   

 

The suspense Jeff Wall illustrates his photography finds its counterpart in fantastic literature. 

This is probably the most important approach for fantastic stories. Even though suspense can be 

seen in various literary genres, it is in the fantastic one that we can find its most extreme 

expression. In order to provoke an emotional response like fear, shock, worry, and expectations, 

or to create an intensified atmosphere, suspense is the crucial element for writers to build their 

story. In The Fantastic, Todorov signals out the way fantastic novelists achieve the suspense or 

intensity in narrative structure. His basic principle is that “all narrative is a movement between 

two equilibriums which are similar but not identical.41” In the beginning of the narrative, there is 

always a stable situation, yet subsequently, something occurs which introduces a disequilibrium. 

Here Todorov provides a very simple example of a child who is living with his family. This 

family participates in a micro-society which has its own laws, and then a certain incident 

(disequilibrium) will cause the child to leave his house. Yet in the end of the story, after having 

overcome numerous obstacles, the child returns to the family house. The equilibrium is then re-

established. In other words, Todorov concludes that the elementary narrative therefore contains 

                                                
40 http://www.capitalnewyork.com/article/culture/2011/12/4657500/jeff-walls-new-photos-are-characteristically-
cinematic-script-feels- 
41 Tzvetan Todorov, Richard Howard trans., The Fantastic: A Structural Approach to a Literary Genre, Connell 
Univ. Press, 1975, P.163 
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two types of episodes: those which describe a state of equilibrium or disequilibrium, and those 

which describe the transition from one to another.     

 

The basic narrative schema is more pivotal in fantastic story than in any other literary genre. 

Most fantastic writers focus on the development of the action. That is to say, they emphasize on 

the structure and story plot. The organization of the plot with contrasts is much more significant 

than developing characters in the story since their goal is to surprise the readers and to arouse 

hesitation in them. For instance, Edgar Allan Poe is more accomplished at creating incident and 

narrative effects than in meticulous delineation of the characters.42 The supernatural event 

contributes to the disequilibrium of the fundamental narrative schema. It destroys the stability of 

the plot and provokes a transgression in story. In that sense, the supernatural event intervenes in 

two ways. First, it contradicts the natural laws, and second, it breaks the equilibrium of the 

narrative.  

 

This kind of contradiction is presented in Wall’s Insomnia (1994)[Fig.1-12] as well. A man in 

pajamas is lying down under the kitchen table. He is sweating, and his hair is disheveled. This 

man looks sleepless, his vacant eyes wide open, without a single focus on anything. His mind 

seems to be wandering at a distance. It seems that this man is experiencing something terrifying. 

Something makes him rush to the kitchen, and hide under the table for some cover. Or because he 

couldn’t sleep on his bed, so he walked around the kitchen room and finally lied down on the 

floor to get some rest. The light on the ceiling, which can be seen through the reflection of the 

kitchen window, lights up his face and also casts a sharp shadow of his body on the ground. The 

kitchen table and chairs are messed up and disordered. It suggests that this man ran into this room 

                                                
42 Tzvetan Todorov, Richard Howard trans., The Fantastic: A Structural Approach to a Literary Genre, Connell 
Univ. Press, 1975, P.163 
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in a hurry. All the kitchen settings are painted in light green, except for the oven and the 

refrigerator which are white. There are no photographs, paintings, or any decorations to indicate 

the personality of this man. This kitchen is plain and dull. On the left side, the storage is opened. 

We can see from the window a wall which is the set from the studio, deliberately shown by Jeff 

Wall.     

 

A feeling of restlessness pervades in Insomnia. Everything in this picture is instable: from the 

man’s mental state to the composition of the image. We see from our first glimpse that this man 

is ill at ease.  This man looks tense and troubled from sleep, even though he is already in his own 

house and lying down with his pajamas. We have no idea what he is thinking, only with 

knowledge that his mind is struggling. Strangely, he is not comfortable even in his own house. 

When looking at the picture, we cannot be sure whether this room is providing this man a safe 

shelter. But his tension and insomnia makes us wonder whether it is his own house that frightens 

him. The house is restless as well. The messy kitchen is one thing. The other is that of the messy 

settings, like the open closet door, the dining table and chair together, forms multiple diagonal 

lines in the picture. The dining table is not parallel to the picture plan as we expect to see. It 

makes the overall composition of this picture as disturbing as the expression and behavior of the 

man.  

   

Here, once again this picture is ambiguous. Contrary interpretations can both explain this picture 

well. No one knows for sure whether this man is still in the condition of insomnia or whether he 

is about to have a nice dream. Even for the critic Jean-Francois Chevrier, who has studied the 

works of Jeff Wall for a long time: 
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Jean-Francois Chevrier (JF-C): I think it’s rather difficult to present Insomnia as an image 

of rest. The house isn’t refuge offering protection from urban (i.e. social) violence anymore 

when it becomes a haunted place, a place of sleepless.  

 

Jeff Wall (JW): The state of wakefulness, even of the sleeplessness, isn’t necessarily 

negative, or violent. Think of the language of the Enlightenment. Benjamin worked with 

the trope of awakening in an extremely positive, emancipatory way.   

 

JF-C: Yes, but in the fantastic, the inverse is true: hyperlucidity becomes hallucination, 

insomnia, horror, and the surfacing of hallucinatory and alienating dreams. 

 

JW: The man in Insomnia is at home, and he has a home. He is comfortable enough in the 

house to wind up on the kitchen floor, and maybe he’ll fall asleep there.  

 

JF-C: Now you’ve convinced me that it really is ambiguous.  

 

JW: But I think we should remember, too, that the beauty of the image derives in part from 

the fact that we never know exactly what we are feeling when we look at it. In 

phenomenological terms, the modern sense of beauty is characterized by energy, mobility, 

an energy we cannot avoid experiencing. What I mean is that the experience of beauty is 

unstable, or an experience of instability; so ambiguity is part of the structure of that 

experience, and part of the structure of an image.43    

 

                                                
43 “At Home and Elsewhere: A dialogue in Brussels: between Jeff Wall and Jean-Francois Chevrier” in Jeff Wall: 
Selected Essays and interview, NY: MoMA, 2007, P. 292 
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This interview shows that the ambiguity lies in the fact that Wall’s picture is always oscillating 

between supernatural and realistic explanation. Besides, the interpretation of his picture is never 

settled, and the artist seems rather to keep his picture in this way. As the example from Insomnia, 

no one can be sure whether this man is suffering from sleep deprivation due to the fear of the 

unknown, or feels comfortable lying down on the kitchen floor to enjoy a nap. Despite the fact 

that Jeff Wall himself provides a realistic explanation for Insomnia, he does not fully deny the 

possibility of a supernatural interpretation. Somehow the realistic solution is far-fetched, while 

the fantastic one sounds more persuasive. Wall believes that the beauty of the picture derived 

from its inner ambiguity and corresponds to Dostoyevsky’s comment on Allan Poe, “He almost 

always chooses the most exceptional reality, puts his character in the most exceptional situation, 

on the external or psychological level.44”  Whether in Poe’s tale or Jeff Wall’s picture, the 

narratives would provide or imply a realistic explanation, yet the extreme experience of reading is 

shown in both cases: to put the reader or viewer into expectations of human life and nature.  

                                                
44 Tzvetan Todorov, Richard Howard trans., The Fantastic: A Structural Approach to a Literary Genre, Connell 
Univ. Press, 1975, P.48 
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The real and unreal 

 

As Christine Brook-Rose points out in her book A Rhetoric of Unreal: Studies in Narrative & 

Structure, Especially for the Fantastic, that in Todorov’s study on the fantastic genre, he strictly 

contends that the true fantastic lies in the ambiguity between real and supernatural.45  In literary 

examples such as The Fall of  House of Usher by Edgar Allan Poe, or Metamorphosis by Franz 

Kafka, various kinds of mystery stories are told in their works, such as intermarriage, resurrection 

of the dead, or human’s metamorphosis to insects. These stories end with an experience of 

indecisiveness. Sometimes, despite the writer having himself provided a realistic explanation, it 

is still hard to rule out the possibility of supernatural existence for the readers. For example, in 

The Fall of the House of Usher, Poe provides a rational explanation in the end of story. But 

nonetheless, the reader’s curiosity is already roused by the persuasive details and the suspenseful 

plots and thus hard to believe the rational explanations. They have already entered the fantastic 

world created by Poe.  

 

As suggested by Francois Rigolot in his article entitled, “Ekphrasis and the Fantastic: Genesis of 

an Aberration,” the reason why we easily hesitate between the real and the unreal in fantastic 

texts is because of the description of the supernatural event is full of realistic details.46 “In the 

fantastic tale (more, perhaps, than in any other genre), the line of demarcation between the 

descriptive and the narrative tends to be blurred precisely because it is through the actualizing 

power of situational details that the narrative unfolds.47” Rigolot suggests that in fantastic fictions 

the actualizing details are as convincible as in realistic ones. The realistic details help us to 
                                                
45 Christine Brooke-Rose, A Rhetoric of Unreal: Studies in Narrative & Structure, Especially of the Fantastic, NY: 
Cambridge Univ. Press, 1981, P.63   
46 Francois Rigolot, “Ekphrasis and the Fantastic: Genesis of an Aberration,” in Comparative Literature, Vol. 49, 
N.2, (Spring, 1997), P.101  
47 Francois Rigolot, “Ekphrasis and the Fantastic: Genesis of an Aberration,” in Comparative Literature, Vol. 49, 
N.2, (Spring, 1997), P.101  
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construct a world based on our imagination and common knowledge, meanwhile, these details 

prepare us for our entrance into the realm of the fantastic. He uses Merimee’s Venus d’Ille as 

example here. The strange Venus status in the story is described many times through different 

people. The concrete details and objective data are fully described by Merimee for readers to 

imagine and to throw themselves into the story.48 In the story, the author first tells us the 

appearance, the weight and the height of this Venus statue. But then the description of the Venus 

reaches a transitional point when the guide finally says that the statue not only looks wicked, but 

is so as well. His saying arouses the curiosity of the readers. Gradually, we are transported from 

the realistic world to another realm, the fantastic sphere. The actualizing details become the 

motivation.49 Thus, as Rigolot concludes at the end of his article: “the ‘fantastic’ remains deeply 

indebted to its aesthetic origins: the ambiguous rhetoric of "eye-ravishing art.50” Those 

actualizing details leads the readers step by step enter into the story, and then slip into another 

reality.   

 

The same literary rhetoric of “eye-ravishing” has been used in Jeff Wall’s photography as well. 

His first photography work, The Destroyed Room[Fig.1-13], was made of ravishing details.   

The scattering female belongings, mattress, and other pieces of furniture are piled up to make us 

believe that this is a room after some violent destruction. The artist used the details to persuade 

the viewers that it is a documentary/realistic photography. Photography’s ability to capture 

pervasive details has long been considered as the photographic aesthetic, and supports the truth 

claim of photography. Here photography’s authentic condition becomes Wall’s way to make 

believe. But, if we look more carefully to the picture. We see that everything has been destroyed 
                                                
48 François Brunet, Literature and Photography, London: Reaction Book, P.7 
49 Pierre Mac Orlan, “The Literary Art of Imagination and Photography” in Christopher Phillip edited, Photography 
in the Modern Era: European documents and critical writings, 1913-1940, New York : Metropolitan Museum of 
Art : Aperture, 1989, P.28 
50 Francois Rigolot, “Ekphrasis and the Fantastic: Genesis of an Aberration,” in Comparative Literature, Vol. 49, 
N.2, (Spring, 1997), P.110 
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and turned over, except the little porcelain-made dancing doll. Standing on the crumbling cabinet, 

it is left completely intact. Why hasn’t the doll fallen to the ground? Why is it the only thing 

undamaged? Our curiosity is raised because it is the sole survivor of this scene. As if the doll is 

wicked.  

 

The wickedness does not vanish after we know The Destroyed Room is in fact a stage scene. On 

the contrary, these faking details generate a sense of wickedness and uncanny. The destroyed 

room is like an illusion between our common reality and fantasy, an illusion that is created by a 

false truth.51 The accumulating details in the photography and the actualizing descriptions are the 

false truths which lead the viewers to trespass into another reality. This is particularly the case in 

The Destroyed Room, because we know this picture is fake, a staged photograph that provokes a 

sense of the uncanny. The uncanny feeling will not disappear after we know the picture was not 

taken from reality, as suggested by Laura Mulvey.52 The false truth holds us restless in front of 

Jeff Wall’s picture. Similar to the readers of fantastic fiction, we know perfectly that the plot as 

been made up by the author, but the story won’t lose its attraction because of that.  

 

Wall’s Odradek, Taboriska 8, Prague, 18 July, 1994 is probably the most comprehensive 

expression of “eye-ravishing” rhetoric. The accumulation of actualizing details to achieve a 

hyper-reality is more epitomized when Jeff Wall tries to bring Franz Kafka’s short fantastic story, 

“The Care of Family Man (1919),” into the real world. “The Care of Family Man” is a story 

about a strange creature named Odradek. It is a spool in a star shape. Despite its lack of a 

permanent residency, Odradek always comes back to the household’s (also the narrator in the 

                                                
51 Francois Rigolot, “Ekphrasis and the Fantastic: Genesis of an Aberration,” in Comparative Literature, Vol. 49, 
N.2, (Spring, 1997), P.111 
52 Laura Mulvey, “A Sudden Gust of Wind (after Hokusai): from After to Before the Photograph,” in Oxford Art 
Journal: Special Topic on Jeff Wall, 2007, 30:1, PP.27-37, P.30 
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story) abode. It lurks in the garrets, stairways, and lobbies of buildings, and oftentimes is 

invisible to passers-by, except the narrator. That is the reason why the narrator can provides us 

the name, the appearance of Odradek, and his immortality.  As the narrator says in the end of the 

story that “he will always be rolling down the stairs, with ends of thread trailing after him, right 

before the feet of my children, and my children's children? He does no harm to anyone that one 

can see; but the idea that he is likely to survive me I find almost painful.53” 

 

Kafka gives his fantastic figure, Odradek, a strange but precise description. The bizarreness of 

this figure first starts with its name. The author cannot be sure whether the origin of the name 

Odradek is from Slavonic or German. Despite neither of these interpretations is credible, the 

reader still have a slight impression that Odradek might have an Eastern European origin. Kafka 

goes on to describe the physical character of Odradek:     

 

At first glance it looks like a flat star-shaped spool for thread, and indeed it does seem to 

have thread wound upon it; to be sure, they are only old, broken-off bits of thread, knotted 

and tangled together, of the most varied sorts and colors. But it is not only a spool, for a 

small wooden crossbar sticks out of the middle of the star, and another small rod is joined 

to that at a right angle. By means of this latter rod on one side and one of the points of the 

star on the other, the whole thing can stand upright as if on two legs.54 

   

Odradek is a live being with a strange combination: a star-like spool. It appearance is bizarre, but 

very precisely described by the novelist. He provides more actualizing details to this fantastic 

figure, like the way Odradek twined around with different kinds and color of thread, which are 

                                                
53 Franz Kafka, “The Care of family Man,” in The Complete Stories, Schcoken Books, 1995, P.74 
54 Franz Kafka, “The Care of family Man,” in The Complete Stories, Schcoken Books, 1995, P.74 
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snarled together. Also, he describes how Odradek stands up by one points of the star and the 

small rod on its side. These realistic details pile up to support a strange but actualizing image of 

Odradek. It is also based on these details that Jeff Wall is able to bring Odradek to the real world: 

from a fantastic description in the book to a real being in our world.  

          

The presence of Odradek is first shown in his near documentary photography, Odradek, 

Taboriska 8, Prague, 18 July, 1994.  Based on the clues the narrator provides, Jeff Wall was able 

to find Odradek in almost the end of twentieth century. “In 1994, I went to Prague to hunt for 

Odradek, I was fortunate to be able to get a shot of him in an old building there.55” Unlike most 

people, who cannot see Odradek, the photographer, as he claims, was fortunate enough to see the 

presence of Odradek, and capable to present the image of Odradek. This is how Jeff Wall 

collaborates with the fantastic narratives of Kafka. He is like a hunter, waiting for the “decisive 

moment” as described by Henri Cartier-Bresson. But the “capture” was in fact a constructed 

scene. The details of Odradek’s appearance and its habits which are provided in Kafka’s texts 

supports Wall to create a real Odradek in an apartment of Prague. Thus this picture can be seen as 

the actual visualized sequel to the “The Care of a family man”. Odradek, Taboriska 8, Prague, 18 

July, 1994 first looks like a documentary photograph of a woman walking down the stairs. (A 

homage to Duchamp’s A Woman Descending from Stairs? ) Yet this picture is different from 

other documentary pictures. It is a document of a supernatural event: the fantastic being, Odradek 

is lurking down the stairs, hiding in the shadows. This picture holds the viewer in suspense. We 

cannot recognize any facial expression. The woman is walking with her head down. Her mind 

seems to be occupied. Behind her is a big sharp shadow and the route in front of her led to a dark 

door whose destination is unknown. Under the stairs, the lurking Odradek provokes a sense of 

                                                
55 “At Home and Elsewhere: A dialogue in Brussels: between Jeff Wall and Jean-Francois Chevrier” in Jeff Wall: 
Selected Essays and interview, NY: MoMA, 2007, P. 292 
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foreboding: we are anticipating the moment when Odradek and the woman would bump into each 

other. Can she then see the Odradek? Can she hear its voices, a sound like “the rustling of fallen 

leaves56”?      

 

All in all, this near documentary photography gives authentic proof for the existence of Odradek. 

The fictional figure Odradek is as real as everything that captured by camera. It is presented as a 

snapshot and titled with exact subject name, place, and date, as Odradek, Taboriska 8, Prague, 

18 July, 1994. The artist wants the viewers to believe that it is a real event. Therefore, this stage 

photography is deliberately presented following the guidelines of reportage photography. For 

instance, the female is unaware of being shot, and the title of the picture with specific time and 

place, these characters fit the grammar of documentary. With its reputable authenticity, the style 

of reportage photography gives the Odradek picture a shield from truth claim.  

 

But the presence of Odradek can not only be seen in the photography, but in the real 3D as well. 

In 1999, Jeff Wall was invited to contribute a work for an exhibition in Ludwig Mies van der 

Rhoe’s Pavilion. The artist decided to exhibit Odradek in this famous pavilion.57  More than a 2D 

image in the transparency, this time Odradek is presented as a real sculpture. This sculpture was 

made based on the details provided by Kafka. The reality effect of Odradek, such as the star-

shaped spool, the threads, and even the small rod, every element in the story employed to 

fabricate a hyper-reality is now turned into a real-life version. The strange characters of Odradek 

are now made real in front of the audience’s eyes. In addition, the placement of Odradek also 

follows its pattern of life described by Kafka. It is wandering around under the Barcelona Chair 

in the exhibition in 1999, in the newest exhibition of Jeff Wall in Brussels, 2011, it haunts under 

                                                
56 Franz Kafka, “The Care of family Man,” in The Complete Stories, Schcoken Books, 1995, P.74 
57 Heidi Naef and Theodora ed. Jeff Wall: Catelogue Raisonne, 1978-2004, Steidl, P.392 
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the staircase. Each detail of Odradek has been brought to reality, from its appearance to the habits, 

as if Jeff Wall is really presenting Odradek, and we are just not lucky enough, unlike the 

household in the story or the artist, who are the only ones able to hear its voice.  

     

Jeff Wall interest in Kafka’s tale is not a surprise. The fantastic figures such as Odradek is 

something that would definitely draw the attention of Wall. Surely the turn to fantastic literature 

did not end in 1994. As noticed by Peter Galassi, the former director of Photography department 

at MoMA, he considers the year of 1994 as another fresh departure for Wall,58 because this is the 

year he made Odradek, Tàboritskà 8, Prague, 18 July 1994, his first photographic work that 

derived from a specific passage and character from Franz Kafka’s short story: The Cares of 

Family Man. Jeff Wall later made another two pieces also based on literary fictions : After 

“Invisible Man” by Ralph Ellison, the Prologue (1999-2000) and After “Spring Snow” by Yukio 

Mishima, chapter 34 (2000-2005). Among these two later literary based works, After “Invisible 

Man” is another attempt to borrow the unreal figure from fantastic fictions. The invisible figure 

becomes visible, and its presence is shown in Wall’s photography works, same as the case of 

Odradek picture. The artist catches the fantastic figures through his camera. These fantastic 

characters are no longer invisible and are revealed to the viewers by photographs.  

 

Odradek is one of these fantastic figures. Its status of being is oscillating between the animated 

and inanimated. Sometimes Odradek talks and makes voices like the rustle of leaves, but most of 

the time, it is just a wood-made, star-shaped spool. The material quality coexists with its lively 

spirit. These contradictory elements in Odradek are constantly transforming back and forth. One 

minute it is nothing but a spool, the next minute, it might start to talk. The fantastic moments of 

Odradek take place in the transforming process, when the real turns into the fantastic, the 
                                                
58 Peter Galassi ed., Jeff Wall, exh., cat., New York: Museum of Modern Art, 2007, P.52 
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inanimated changes into animated, and the still switches into the motion. The instable status of 

Odradek somehow reflects the restlessness of photography, it always moves back and forth 

between dry and liquid intelligence, as suggested by Jeff Wall in the article “Photography and the 

Liquid Intelligence.”            
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Metamorphosis 

 

In photography, the liquid studies us, even from a great distance.59 

Jeff Wall  

 

In his article named Photography and Liquid Intelligence, Jeff Wall suggests that there are two 

confronted elements in photography –the liquid and the dry. Liquid signifies an archaism of 

photography. In the advent of photography, water played an important part in making 

photograph, such as the chemical to help developing the images or the washing process. While 

the dry represents the optical and mechanical system of photography, it is a technological 

character that stands opposite to the liquid intelligence. Just think that you would not want any 

water in your camera. Even though the liquid and dry characteristics of photography seem to 

contradict with each other, and the liquid part appears to be excluded in digital technology 

nowadays, the status of photography does not at all stay in a dry system. In fact, its status is 

unstable, it moves from liquid to dry, and dry to liquid. Whenever photography reveals 

complicated nature forms, for instance, a “turbulence patterns” of nature in Milk, the 

instantaneous stillness of the sprinkle of milk shows us the memory of liquid intelligence, and the 

past of photography. As if the dry intelligence of mechanics and optics achieves a “historical self-

reflection.60”  As if the liquid part, the old memory is always revealed through the dry part, and it 

reflects us back. Therefore, “the liquid studies us, even from a great distance.”  So in that sense, 

photographic image constantly shows us the transformation between liquid and dry.   

 

                                                
59 Jeff Wall, “Photography and Liquid Intelligence,” in Jeff Wall: Selected Essays and interview, NY: MoMA, 2007, 
P.110 
60 Jeff Wall, “Photography and Liquid Intelligence,” in Jeff Wall: Selected Essays and interview, NY: MoMA, 2007, 
P.110 
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In fantastic literature, water, or other reflectable device also cast back a metamorphosis. The 

reality always looks different through the reflection of water. These devices create delusions 

which cheat both the character in the story and the reader, and help them enter into another reality. 

It is especially the case of Hoffman’s fantastic tale “Princess Brambilla,” as Todorov suggests,  

every appearance of supernatural event is accompanied by a parallel introduction of a reflecting 

device.61 The eyeglasses and the mirrors become the permission to penetrate into the marvelous 

universe. In the story, without the help of glasses, normal people cannot see the presence of 

Princess Brambilla, the supernatural being in the story. The eyeglasses are the promise to 

accessing the image of Princess Brambilla. The similar fantastic scenario happens near the end of 

the story as well. The two lovers, Princess Brambilla and Prince Chiapperi cannot recognize each 

other in real life, but ironically see their entire beings and future happiness in a mirror.  

 

From Todorov’s example, we notice that it is through the eyeglasses, mirror, or other reflected 

devices that the character is able to penetrate into another reality, to experience the fantastic. 

Reality and rationality are more or less rejected in the mirror, which only reflects illusion and 

marvel. In Hoffman’s story, eyeglasses and mirrors show the image that is indirect or distorted. 

Perhaps this is why some philosophers strictly prohibit themselves to look into the mirror of the 

waters,  Because in the waters, they only see a world upside down, which evokes nothing but a 

vertigo.62 

  

                                                
61 Tzvetan Todorov, Richard Howard trans., The Fantastic: A Structural Approach to a Literary Genre, Connell 
Univ. Press, 1975, P.120 
62 Tzvetan Todorov, Richard Howard trans., The Fantastic: A Structural Approach to a Literary Genre, Connell 
Univ. Press, 1975, P.121 



 

   36 
 

The mirror/glass is also the medium for showing supernatural event in Jeff Wall’ The Flooded 

Grave.[fig.15.] The flooded grave is turned into a beautiful marine realm. Different aquatic life, 

star fishes, algae, and planktons colorfully spark through our eyes. However, this marvelous 

scene is not presented in the aquarium, but in a graveyard of suburban Canada. This strange but 

fantastic scenery is what the artist called daily fantasy:  

 

“The ‘event’ shown in The Flooded Grave--the ‘event’ or the ‘theme,’ sometimes I'm not 

sure what to call it--is a moment in a cemetery. The viewer might imagine a walk on a rainy 

day. He or she stops before a flooded hole and gazes into it and for some reason imagines 

the ocean bottom. We see the instant of that fantasy, and in another instant it will be gone.63”  

 

The daily fantasy is reflected by the flooded grave; it is through the water that we see the 

beautiful sea animals. Water, similar to its role in fantastic literature, becomes the medium that 

transports the fantasy to the viewers, showing us an ambiguity between real and unreal, and 

presenting true perception and hallucination in this work. This marvelous scene is distorted first 

through the water, then by the camera lens, and finally shown by the giant illuminated 

transparency. Is it the optical distortion of our vision that ensures the appearance of the 

marvelous? Here our perception is questionable again. Just like what Wall said in the interview 

“we see the instant of that fantasy, and in another it will be gone64,” the marvelous could be due 

to the subverted image or the misperception of our eyes. And that makes the image become the 

symbol of our misperception. The fantastic moment of the picture appears in the ambiguity 

between them. We just forgot the wisdom from philosophers: to stay away from the mirror of 

waters for it only brings us vertigo. 

                                                
63 Jan Tumlir, “Interview with Jeff Wall– The Hole Truth”, in ARTFORUM , March, 2001, on 
American Suburb X: http://www.americansuburbx.com/2009/02/theory-interview-with-jeff-wall-hole.html 
64 Jan Tumlir, “Interview with Jeff Wall– The Hole Truth.” 
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Jeff Wall’s illuminated transparency is also a kind of water, a mirror. The daily fantasy is 

revealed to us by the light box, without it, we can not enter this different world. The light box is 

always the best well-known signature of the artist. His picture lit from behind by fluorescent 

bulbs, like a commercial light box. The similarity between Wall’s light box and commercial ones 

are not limited in the form only, they both lead us to an ideal fantasy—a hyper reality. When the 

artist talked about why he chose to exhibit his picture in light box, it was because the light box is 

a perfect synthetic technology for him. “It was not photography, it was not cinema, it was not 

painting, it was not propaganda, but it has a strong association with them all.65”  But the 

fascination of the light box for the artist is more than its openness. It comes from the way it 

generates an atmosphere of otherworldliness. For Wall, because the luminescent image is lit from 

behind, it does not share the same lighting sources with the audience, thus it provides another 

atmosphere. In addition, the fluorescent bulbs are hidden from the audiences, the lighting sources 

are unknown to them.66 The hidden space of the light box gives the audience a sense of the 

mystical: the glowing image seems not be taken from reality anymore.             

 

The light box is the symbolized version of the photographic metamorphosis as Jeff Wall 

mentions in “Photography and Liquid Intelligence.” The light box takes us to a distorted version 

of reality, to a surreality. It is the trigger for metamorphosis like water, and mirror. But 

photographic metamorphosis is inherent in photograph long since its invention. The 

metamorphosis of photography images take place in its early stage in the process of developing, 

so is it found in the results. The image shows us nothing but a transformation between life and 

                                                
65 “Typology, Luminescence, Freedom: Selections from a conversation between Jeff Wall and Barents ” in Jeff Wall: 
Selected Essays and interview, NY: MoMA, 2007, P.193 
66 “Typology, Luminescence, Freedom: Selections from a conversation between Jeff Wall and Barents ” in Jeff Wall: 
Selected Essays and interview, NY: MoMA, 2007, P.193 
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death, between stillness and movement, and between real and unreal. From the making of image 

to its final result, photography is constantly moving from one status to another. It is always 

instable. It is always restless.     

 

Now, the light box becomes the reflective device for the viewer to enter the fantastic world he 

creates. A world that similar to the supernatural universe in fantastic literature that Todorov has 

studied, where the border between the real and supernatural is blur and indistinguishable. 

Todorov’s study provides a different aspect to understand and describe the ambiguous lies in Jeff 

Wall’s picture. The inspiration of the creepiness and uncommon scene is not instigated from the 

new computer technology, as Mulvey and de Duve suggest, it has long been achieved by the 

artist through the traditional, computer-free ways. These daily fantasies are more emerged from 

Wall’s belief of the difficulty to draw a sharp distinction between the prosaic and the spectral and  

his preference to fantastic literature.      

 

The interaction between Wall’s photography and the fantastic literature lies in that they not only 

share the same strange universe, but the way to construct this universe as well. There are three 

common methods to generate the fantastic, which also can be found in Jeff Wall’s photography. 

First is the real and unreal. Through creating the persuasive and actualizing details, the fantastic 

world can be entered by both the fantastic novel readers and the viewers of Jeff Wall’s 

photography. Secondly, evoking a disequilibrium or suspense no matter in the story plots or the 

composition of the photographic scene induces the uncanny feeling. Finally, the fantastic also 

inhabits in the metamorphosis which created by reflective devices. In fantastic literature, glasses 

or mirror is often the key to enter the supernatural world, and so does photography. Serving as a 

reflective device as well, the metamorphosed reality which warn by the wise men is taken place 

in every photographs. The fantastic world Wall creates by the persuasive details and the contrast 
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is the metamorphosed reality. Through the reflective lens and the developing (watery) process, a 

world without a sharp distinction between spectra and prosaic is casted back in his illuminated 

box.     
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Chapter II 

Spectre of Everyday 

 

 

My hole is warm and full of light. Yes, full of light. I doubt if there is a brighter spot in all New 

York than this hole of mine, and I do not exclude Broadway. Or Empire State Building on a 

photographer’s dream night. But that is taking advantage of you. Those two spots are among the 

darkest of our whole civilization – pardon me, our whole culture (an important distinction, I’ve 

heard.) – which may sound like hoax, or contradiction, but that (by contradiction I mean) is how 

the world moves: Not like an arrow, but a boomerang. (Beware of those who speak of the spiral 

of history; they are preparing a boomeranging. Keep a steel helmet handy.) I know; I have been 

boomeranged across my head so much that I now can see darkness of lightness. And I love light. 

Perhaps you’ll think it strange that an invisible man should need light, desire light, love light. But 

maybe it is exactly because I am invisible. Light confirm my reality, gives birth to my form… 

Without light I am not only invisible, but formless as well; and to be unaware of one form is to 

live a death. I myself, after existing some twenty years, did not become alive until I discovered 

my invisibility.67 

   

In After “Invisible Man” by Ralph Ellison, the Prologue (1999-2000)[Fig.2-1], Jeff Wall 

captures the unseen phantom of Ralph Ellison’s Invisible Man, and reveals his existence through 

the camera: we can see the image of the invisible man (even though only the back) is illuminated 

on the left side of the picture. He is surrounded by uncountable light bulbs lit or unlit on the 

                                                
67 Ralph Ellison, Invisible Man, New York: Vintage, 2002, P. 31 
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ceiling (according to the texts, there are in fact 1369 bulbs.68) The immensity of lights does not 

only reveal the shape of the invisible man but also shines on the numerous daily belongings in his 

hole, which he probably has collected for seven years: an improvised mantel, various random 

pieces of furniture, a few braided rag rugs, miscellaneous pieces of kitchen equipment (dishes, 

pots, bottles,…etc.), a leather briefcase that figures importantly in the novel69, several portable 

record player, items of clothing and a few hanger (also a jury-rigged pole on which they were 

hung), boots shoe-trees, a trashcan and several other galvanized iron cans, dish cloth hung up to 

dry, a red-and-white can of Colgate tooth power, a shaving brush, a small American flag with 

forty-eight stars, a number of small black-and-white photographs, multiple electric outlet, a few 

books and one record, at least. And finally, resting on the top of the back of a green padded chair, 

sections of what appear to be a manuscript – presumably the manuscript of Invisible Man is 

rendered before us.70   

 

Ralph Ellison wrote Invisible Man in 1952, at a time when African-Americans were still 

considered second-class citizen. The main character in the novel is nameless and confronts 

racism or those in authority in the university, the corporation, and the union. Finally, in the end of 

the story, he finds his own freedom by going underground, into the hole full of light. The 

prologue says nothing about the content of the “hole,” not to mention the appearance of “the 

invisible man,” the protagonist in this book. He is only a nameless black man in this description. 

Like a phantom, he is unseen to the white people and the society. But in Wall’s picture, those 

silent elements which have been collected for seven years are consequently seen like a spectacle, 

and the ghost-like, socially invisible black people become visible to us in Wall’s light box. 

“Without light I am not only invisible, but formless as well,” it is as if without the employment of 

                                                
68 In Theirry de Duve ed., Jeff Wall, London ; New York : Phaidon Press, 2nd 2009, P.126 
69 Michael Fried, Why Photography Matters as Art as Never Before, New Heaven: Yale University Press, 2008, P.46 
70 Michael Fried, Why Photography Matters as Art as Never Before, New Heaven: Yale University Press, 2008, P.46 
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photography and the artist’s idiosyncratic light box, none of the audience can see his image and 

appearance. He is like a phantom, a ghost, and spectre, which is invisible to the world.  

 

As Todorov suggests, the fantastic figure or supernatural being is a constant theme of fantastic 

literature, such as ghosts and vampires71, so is it in Jeff Wall’s photography. These fantastic 

figures put our senses, especially visual perception, into crisis, for they are often described as 

transparent or obtain a monster-like look.72 Moreover, they are more powerful than the human 

being.73   

 

The fantastic spectre finds his or her existence in photography. From invisible ghosts to vampires 

and the living dead, Wall captures these fantastic beings and lights up their appearance in his 

cinematography works particularly during the year of 1991 to 1992, as for example in, The 

Vampires’ Picnic, and Dead Troop Talks. However, Wall is not the only one who captures the 

ghost. Photographer’s obsession to reveal the unseen and the ghost has long existed since the 

very beginning of history of photography, in William Mumler’s spirit photography and even in 

Hippolyte Bayard’s The Portrait of Drowning Man. The belief that photography is a magical 

device and thus capable of expanding our vision to the immaterialized world, does not diminish 

in the contemporary world. Despite the fact that  knowing much about photography’s capacity 

and becoming familiar to photographic image, our rationality and reason still might collapse at 

any time as we are encountering something that cannot be fully explained by reason. Spirit 

photography is very much the case. We still hold the belief that photography is able to imprint a 

ghost.    
                                                
71 Tzvetan Todorov, The fantastic : a structural approach to a literary genre; translated from the French by Richard 
Howard ; with a foreword by Robert Scholes, N.Y. : Cornell University Press, 1975, P.109 
72 Tom Gunning, “To Scan a Ghost: The Ontology of Mediated Vision”, in Grey Room, Winter 2007, No. 26, PP. 94-
127, P.101  
73 Tzvetan Todorov, The fantastic : a structural approach to a literary genre; translated from the French by Richard 
Howard ; with a foreword by Robert Scholes, N.Y. : Cornell University Press, 1975, P.109  
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Therefore, the following chapter will be a series of ghost stories. From Self-portrait of Drowning 

Man to spirit photography, to Jeff Wall’s spectra, we will see the way photography has been 

haunting by the ghosts for centuries.   
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Spirit Photography 

 

Nowadays we no longer believe in them, we have surmounted these modes of thought; 

but we do not feel quite sure of our new beliefs, and the old ones still exist within us 

ready to seize upon any confirmation. As soon as something actually happens in our 

lives which seems to confirm the old, discarded beliefs we got a feeling of the 

uncanny; it is as though we were making a judgment of something like this: ‘So after 

all, it is true that one can kill a person by the mere wish!’ or, ‘So the dead do live on 

and appear on the scene of their former activities!’ and so on.    

Sigmund Freud, The Uncanny, 191974 

 

In “The Uncanny,” Freud suggests that irrational belief is still haunting the mind of modern 

people, despite they are trained and educated to think rationally. Reason would collapse every 

time when we experience something that cannot be fully explained by any sensible explanation. 

Spirit photography is one of the devices which trigger such irrational feelings. “It is a theorem 

almost demonstrated, that the consequences of any new scientific invention will, at the present 

day exceed, by very much, the wildest expectations of the most imaginative.75” Not long after the 

invention of Daguerreotype, Poe write a short article to express his admiration and expectation 

toward this new media. To him, photography’s real contribution to science is not its accuracy and 

authenticity but its potential to reveal and discover the unseen. As Poe predicted, in the following 

decades, the innovation of cinema and the discovery of X-ray both enlarged the dimension of the 

visible world beyond its seemly secure boundaries, revealing previously unimaginable realms in 

                                                
74 Sigmund Freud, The Uncanny, New York:Penguin Press, 2003, P.75 
75 Edgar Allan Poe, “The Daguerreotype”, Alexander’s Weekly Messenger, Jan. 15, 1840, reprinted in Classic Essays 
on Photography, Alan Trachtenberg ed. New Haven, 1981, P. 38 
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which invisible threats might lurk.76 It seems that the achievement of  photography as a scientific 

tool was not completely a rational one. The reality envisioned by photography is not only a 

record of reality, but a ghostly image as well.   

 

In the advent of photography, the rational and the ghostly feature both dwelled in this new 

medium. People believed that photography could provide an authentic reality, but meanwhile 

they also held the faith that camera can capture spirits and reveal the unseen. Spirit photography 

is exactly the production of this belief. A newspaper cartoon [Fig.2-2] fully described the 

popularity and pervasiveness of spirit photography.77 It depicts a gentleman who goes to William 

Mumler’s studio for a portrait photography requested by his affianced. The result of the picture, 

however, turned out to be quite extraordinary: the photograph did not represent Mr. Dobbs only, 

but his five deceased wives as well. This caricature did not only sarcastically mock the belief of 

spirit photography, but at the same time shows how pervasive was the popular opinion that 

camera could capture spirit.  

 

William Mumler was at that time one of the most famous spirit photographers. He brought out 

this trend in Boston. He was renowned for producing an “extra” transparent figure in the common 

portrait photography, particularly extra figures of famous people, like the one showing Mary 

Todd Lincoln with her assassinated husband, President Lincoln[Fig.2-3]. It might be seen as 

superstitious and ridiculous for modern people. But, in the nineteenth century, the new 

technology was inseparable from its magical possibilities. Due to the lack of knowledge and 

unfamiliarity, rather than providing rational reassurance, science and technology instead 

                                                
76 About the impact of cinema and X-ray, see Tom Gunning’s article “Invisible Worlds, Visible Media,” in Corey 
Keller et, Brought to light : photography and the invisible, 1840-1900, New Haven, 2008 
77 Cartoon in Harper’s weekly (May 8, 1869) in the exhibition catelogue in Corey Keller et, Brought to light : 
photography and the invisible, 1840-1900, New Haven, 2008 
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envisioned a reality of uncertainty and explored an entrance into a new, unfamiliar world that 

seemed ghostly and immaterial.  

 

“The cinema and X-ray demonstrated contradictory yet intertwined aspects of the modern 

technological world: the recording of ephemeral visual events and the relation of invisible 

processes. Both media displayed visual experiences previously relegated to the realm of fantasy 

or magic.78”As pointed out by Tom Gunning in his article “Invisible World, Visible Media,” 

photography and other new media had expanded our vision experience to a broader area.79 The 

camera was not simply able to document a recognized reality, but also able to provide images of 

an invisible world. People in the late nineteenth century held the idea that the camera was a 

magic-like device that could capture the spirit. We should imagine how strange and magical the 

picture-taking process looked like for nineteenth century people. The way figures were fixed on 

the sensitive plate, how it developed into a visible image, and revealed things that were unseen 

before. These new and unfamiliar experiences provoked a magic and uncanny aspect of 

photography. Rather than penetrating human body or showing ephemeral moment in the physical 

world, photography further uncovered the realm of the immaterial. It had gradually moved from 

rational to irrational, from solid reality to fantasy. 

 

The pervasiveness of spirit photography showed how ambiguous photography was in its 

beginning, for it stood for scientific proof and supernatural device at the same time. The 

disembodied heads hover in the air above them, transparent faces glowing on the sleeves of a 

jacket, ethereal figures gently placing a hand on the shoulder of an unknown sitter, this spooky 

                                                
78 Tom Gunning, “Invisible Worlds, Visible Media”, in Corey Keller et, Brought to light : photography and the 
invisible, 1840-1900, New Haven, 2008, P.53 
79 Tom Gunning, “Invisible Worlds, Visible Media”, in Corey Keller et, Brought to light : photography and the 
invisible, 1840-1900, New Haven, 2008, P.57 
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spirit photography soon came to be the accomplice of the Spiritualists, presenting itself as a 

scientific proof of the presence of the ghost. During the period of positivism and modern changes 

of science and technology, Spiritualists were interested in modern science and were insistent their 

belief could be confirmed through rational methods.80 In “Phantom Images and Modern 

Manifestation: Spirit Photography, Magic Theater, Trick Film, and Photography’s uncanny,” the 

first in-depth article on spirit photography, Tom Gunning points out that many Spiritualists 

devoted themselves to the modern technology and desired to emphasize the scientific base of 

their theory.81 Spiritualist’s ceremony like séance was deeply related to electricity, telegraphy, 

and other discoveries in chemistry and biology.82 

 

At first, in the era before the Civil war, the manifestations in séance were mainly aural and 

verbal.83  Psychics, were supposed to communicate with them and played a central role in the 

séance. But as Spiritualism developed after Civil War, it increasingly displayed physical and 

visual phenomena. The audience’s sense could be affected by the smell of perfumes, the feeling 

of touch, and a variety of visual occurrence. Examples like disembodied hands floating through 

the air, or full-bodied manifestations of spirits that walking around the room or levitating. 

Multiple sensual arousals gave the séances show-like characteristics, as musical instruments 

sailed through air or unexplained lights and sounds assaulted the attendants of the séance. These 

events were so spectacular that they were often presented in front of both believers and 

skeptics.84    

                                                
80 Tom Gunning, “Phantom Images and Modern Manifestations: Spirit photography, Magic Theater, Trick Films, 
and Photography Uncanny”, in Patric Petro, et. Fugitive Images: From Photography to Video, US, 1995 , P.46  
81 Invisible World, Visible Media, P.60  
82 Tom Gunning, “Phantom Images and Modern Manifestations: Spirit photography, Magic Theater, Trick Films, 
and Photography Uncanny”, in Patric Petro, et. Fugitive Images: From Photography to Video, US, 1995 , P.46  
83 Tom Gunning, “Invisible Worlds, Visible Media”, in Corey Keller et, Brought to light : photography and the 
invisible, 1840-1900, New Haven, 2008, P.60 
84 Tom Gunning, “Invisible Worlds, Visible Media”, in Corey Keller et, Brought to light : photography and the 
invisible, 1840-1900, New Haven, 2008, P.60 
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Perhaps it was inevitable that photography was involved in the séance. Photography as “a 

medium as manifestation that carried an association with science and veracity85” became the best 

proof of the existence of ghost, since Spiritualism emphasized on modernity and reason. Initially, 

photographs were used to record Spiritualist manifestations and shows at séance. But more 

fascinatingly photography supported Spiritualist beliefs, as a mean to prove the existence of the 

invisible spirits. The photographs thus showing the reality that Spiritualists claimed were 

omnipresent but invisible to ordinary eye. In the beginning of development of photography as a 

scientific tool, spirit photography provided the rational and authentic proof for Spiritualist 

manifestations.86     

 

Nevertheless, spiritual photography became more and more doubtable to the populace. The 

scientific claim was not enough to lessen the doubt and questions toward the authenticity of spirit 

photography and other Spiritualist events. Was photography itself a Spiritual medium, inherently 

sensitive to the invisible world? But, if so, why was spirit photography so rare and infrequent? 

Popular doubts and religious prejudice turned toward Spiritualism. In order to prove that 

Spiritualism and its performance was forgery, there were widespread attacks on the authenticity 

of spirit photography, and especially the primary spirit photographer, William Mumler’s works. 

He was charged for fraud. In the trial, aside from religious matters, the inquisition mostly 

revolved around Mumler’s process of making spirit photography. The so-called supernatural 

elements were often the results of long exposure or double exposure.87 The long exposure time 

often produced “ghosts” on the photographic plates. This happened when someone left or moved 
                                                
85 Tom Gunning, “Invisible Worlds, Visible Media”, in Corey Keller et, Brought to light : photography and the 
invisible, 1840-1900, New Haven, 2008, P.60 
86 Tom Gunning, “Invisible Worlds, Visible Media”, Corey Keller et, Brought to light : photography and the 
invisible, 1840-1900, New Haven, 2008, P.61 
87 Tom Gunning, “Invisible Worlds, Visible Media”, Corey Keller et, Brought to light : photography and the 
invisible, 1840-1900, New Haven, 2008, P.61 
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the frame while the shutter remained open. The camera recorded a semitransparent trace rather 

than a solid figure. While in the case of double exposure, at the very beginning, the double 

ghostly image was caused by the technical mistake: since the glass negative prevailed during the 

nineteenth century, the plate might be reused without proper cleaning and hence created ghostly 

double exposures. But, these unconscious mistakes had changed into intentional effects, as was 

the case with Mumler.88 His famous spirit picture, “Mary Todd Lincoln with the spirit of 

Abraham Lincoln” (1870) was exactly made through double exposure. In addition, the 

photographic sensitive plate played a crucial role. Some photographer admitted that they could 

produce spirit simply by resting a hand on a plate.89    

 

Even though spirit photography was the result of a manifestation through double exposure or 

long exposure, the idea to capture ghost or reveal things was still processed by photographers of 

the next generation. Different to the practice of photography as a record, or as a scientific 

evidence, they devoted themselves in creating supernatural, spooky picture like spirit 

photographers. The Spiritualists’ manipulation and the performance in séance were preserved and 

transformed in their works. Photography was no longer passively recording the spectacular 

events during séances. The photographic result became the purpose for the manipulation. This 

sort of picture making can be traced back to the advent of photography, as for example in the 

stage photography of Hippolyte Bayard’s Self-portrait as a Drowning Man (1840), the theme of  

death and zombie-like being is deliberately presented in this picture. The ghost has been haunting 

us long since the very beginning of history of photography.  

                                                
88 See Alison Ferris’s introduction of The Disembodied Spirit, who provides a thoughtful history of spirit 
photography in The Disembodied Spirit, Brunswick, Me. : Bowdoin College Museum of Art, 2003, P.15   
89 Tom Gunning, “Invisible Worlds, Visible Media”, Corey Keller et, Brought to light : photography and the 
invisible, 1840-1900, New Haven, 2008, P.62. 
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Faking Death 

 

The corpse you see here is that of M. Bayard, inventor of the process you just seen, 

or the marvelous results of which you soon to see. To my knowledge, this ingenious 

and indefatigable researcher has been working for about three years to perfect his 

invention.  

          The Academy, the King and all those who have seen his pictures, that he 

himself found imperfect, have admired them as you do at this moment. This has 

brought him much honour but has not yielded him a single farthing. The 

government having given too much to M. Daguerre, said it could do nothing for  

M. Bayard and the unhappy man drowned himself. Oh! The fickleness of human 

affairs! Artists, scholars, journalists were occupied with him for a long time, but 

here he has been at morgue for several days, and no-one has recognized or claimed 

him. Ladies and gentlemen, you’d better passed along for fear of offending your 

sense of smell, for as you can observe, the face and hands of the gentlemen are 

beginning to decay. 

H.B.     18 October 184090          

 

Failed to be acknowledged as the first inventor of photography, Hippolyte Bayard wrote down 

these bitter and sarcastic words right on the back of the first staged picture in the history of 

photography: Self-portrait of a Drowning Man.[Fig.2-4]91 Considered as one of the pioneers of 

the invention of modern photography, Hippolyte Bayard had a hard time dealing with his 

contemporaries, particularly the French authorities like the Academy of Art, and the Academy of 

                                                
90 Geoffrey Batchen, Burning with Desire, Cambridge, Mass: The MIT Press. 1997, P.17 
91 Lori Pauli, “Setting the Scene” in Lori Pauli ed., Acting Apart, Acting the part : photography as theatre, London : 
Merrell, 2006, P.20  
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Science in the claim for the title of the first inventor of photography, before Louis-Jacques 

Daguerre in France or William Henry Fox Talbot in England. In 1839, Bayard was awarded six 

hundred francs by the Minister of the Interior to purchase some improved camera equipment, but 

compared to the honor and rewards given to Daguerre, Bayard attracted less attention from the 

authority. Throughout 1840, Bayard had tried to appeal to both The Academy of Art and The 

Academy of Science, yet they failed to establish his precedence over Daguerre as far as the 

invention of photography was concerned.92     

 

Unquestionably, Le Noyé (Self-portrait as a Drowned Man) is the result of his resentment to the 

French authority. In 1840, Hippolyte Bayard made three variants of the same occult composition, 

each now known as Le Noyé.93 The organized repetition of this image suggest that the 

composition was deliberately and thoughtfully designed by Bayard. In this unusual self portrait, 

Bayard pictured himself as a dead man, who commited suicide by drowning. The viewers can see 

the “corpse” from the knees up: he is sitting awkwardly on a bench with his back propped up 

against the wall so that the head and chest turn almost entirely towards us. His eyes are closed, 

his tanned hands crossed his lap, his torso bare, and his damp hair combed back. The setting of 

this staged image also includes a large straw hat, a ceramic vase, and a small statuette of a 

crouching nymph. Why did Bayard present himself as a dead man? Probably because Bayard’s 

picture took around twenty minutes of exposure time, himself, it would be better to close his eyes 

and stand still so that his image could be captured by the camera. As a result, this self portrait 

became an image of faking death.94   

  

                                                
92 Geoffrey Batchen, Burning with Desire, Cambridge, Mass: The MIT Press, 1997, P.158 
93 Geoffrey Batchen, Burning with Desire, Cambridge, Mass: The MIT Press, 1997, P.158  
94 Lori Pauli, “Setting the Scene” in Lori Pauli ed., Acting Apart, Acting the part : photography as theatre, London : 
Merrell, 2006, P.17  
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But this picture captures more than a fake death. With the picture and the text behind it, we have 

the full story of the drowned man. Even the text was given through a third person, we soon 

realize the narrator is Hippolyte Bayard himself. (That these words are speaking through the 

mouth of a ghost, a living dead.) Despite the fact that he is the inventor of this picture before our 

eyes, he had been treated unfairly by the Academy and the King (who gave the credit to 

Daguerre.) And this led to his unfortunate death: he drowned himself. Of course the drowned 

man was just a manifested story to express his bitterness. This picture was based on a true story 

of Hippolyte Bayard, yet led to a deviant result. In the very beginning of photography, when the 

orthodoxy claim of photographic authenticity had not been established, photography was a highly 

flexible medium, shuttling back and forth between the realm of the real and the fantastic. It could 

be a record of a street scene, as Boulevard du Temple by Daguerre[Fig.2-5], and it could also be a 

fabricated visual story, as Bayard presented in Le Noyé. Moreover, this staged photography earns 

the credibility from its documentary character. With the record of a drowned man as a proof and 

the explainary texts even with dates behind it, Bayard was able to convince any naive viewer 

without background knowledge of the photographer. They might be mourning for this poor man, 

feeling sorry for his tragic encounter. 

 

Speaking simultaneously in past, present, and future tense, Le Noyé presents Bayard 

as both subject and object of photograph, as acting even while acted upon, as a 

representation that is also real, as self and other, present and absent, dead but also 

alive, as nature and culture (nature and nature morte) – simultaneously both ….and  

for the very reason never simply one or the other.95       

 

                                                
95 Geoffrey Batchen, Burning with Desire, Cambridge Mass: The MIT Press. 1997, P.173 
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As Geoffery Batchen suggests in his book Burning with Desire: the Concept of Photography, Le 

Noyé renders an ambiguous state of photography, for it resides in two contradictory states at the 

same time : both life and death, truth and fraud, documentary and fiction; everything is enmeshed 

with its other. But despite these puzzling contradictories, what makes this picture strange and 

uncanny is that it is an image of death. Bayard opens a discourse on photography as death, or to 

be more precise, photography as a topic of death, which has persisted with the theorists of the 

next century as for example, Walter Benjamin and Roland Barthes.96  But, this picture is not 

merely a prediction of a future death, as Barthes sentimentally indicates. The death does not 

signify a vanish and absence from the materialized world. On the contrary, it shows as a 

perseverance in a form of a living dead, an immortal form between life and death. The drowning 

man is not going to decay, as the narrator predicts in the texts: “Ladies and gentlemen, you’d 

better passed along for fear of offending your sense of smell, for as you can observe, the face and 

hands of the gentlemen are beginning to decay.” The gentleman is nevertheless well-preserved in 

an intact state. In that sense, Le Noyé is not merely a picture of death, but a living dead. Hippoyte 

Bayard creates his own immortal double, a zombie-like existence, and his (faking) death is 

preserved by the photograph through the process exactly invented by himself. Like Batchen says 

in the end of his discussion of  Le Noyé , it is photography that gives Bayard an immortality, a 

constant reminder of his tragedy. In the picture, it is his suicide; while in reality, it is the unfair 

treatment he received from the authority.97      

 

Therefore Le Noyé signifies a close relationship between ghost and photography. Photography 

itself is very zombie-like. Both of them oscillate in between life and death, they are neither alive 

                                                
96 Geoffrey Batchen, Burning with Desire, Cambridge Mass: The MIT Press. 1997, P.172 
97 “Apparently this is a photographer who has literally succumbed to photography, destined to return forever with the 
news that he died at his own hand for having invented the very medium that allows his return. Thus the author of this 
text enjoys an unenviable immortality, the zombie existence of living dead.” Geoffrey Batchen, Burning with Desire, 
Cambridge Mass: The MIT Press. 1997, P.171 
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or dead, but a permanently haunting intermediary. That also suggests that ghost and photography 

share the same untimeliness, an ability to overcome linear time, to navigate through past and 

future moments. “They stand for a return of past not in a form of memory or history but in a 

contradictory experience of presence, contained, as Derrida has shown us, in the term haunting,98” 

as Gunning suggests in his article, “To Scan A Ghost.” Roland Barthes believes that this 

untimeliness brings us a vertigo99, but the crisis it provokes is more than the dizziness of time. 

Ghost and photography put the nature of human sense, particularly vision, in crisis as well. 

Despite holding some common traits of ghosts, such as the semi-transparent, dematerialized 

appearance, the image of ghosts is still something we cannot know for sure. In fact, when 

encountering a ghost, the sense may contradict themselves rather than cohere; for instance, we 

might only see a dissected body part of the ghost, perhaps even with different colors. 

Photography also puts our vision in crisis. It brings everything to a strange stillness, a frozen 

moment to every animate being.  

 

Probably due to this similarity between photography and ghost, or even paying homage to 

Hippolyte Bayard, Jeff Wall made a triptych installation entitled Faking Death (1977). Also a 

self portrait, the artist himself lies in bed as if dead in two images of this triptych, while another 

piece shows the lighting and making-up crew preparing Wall for this work.100 It is interesting that 

this work had been destroyed by Jeff Wall himself not long after it was made, and the artist has 

never allowed it to be shown in other publication.101 However, the same motif of the dead man or 

ghost has been repeated in Wall’s later photography works, such as Dead Troop Talks or 

                                                
98 See Tom Gunning, “To Scan a Ghost: The Ontology of Mediated Vision”, in Grey Room, Winter 2007, No. 26, 
PP. 94-127. In this article, Gunning not only traces back our vision history since ancient Greek, but further associates 
ghost with new media, especially photography.   
99 Roland Barthes, Camera Lucida, Camera Lucida: Reflections on Photography. Translated by Richard Howard. 
New York: Hill & Wang, 1981, P.97 
100 Peter Galassi, Jeff Wall: exhibition, New York: Museum of Modern Art, Distributed Art Publisher, 2007, P.23  
101 Penny Cousineau-Levine, Faking Death: Canadian Art Photography and the Canadian Imagination. Montreal: 
McGill-Queen’s University Press, 2003, P.168 
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Vampire’s Picnic. Ghost has been fascinatingly haunting in his picture, these supernatural beings 

enjoy the similar unenviable immortality. While not once shown in a pretrification of physical 

death, they are in a very dazzling, and paradoxically, lively state.     
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Vampire 

 

“So it follows, as night follows day, that the equally cryptic, fantasy of vampirism must constitute 

the regulation of the house’s game with itself in the hours of darkness.[…] By day, the vampire 

sleeps in his crypt and temporarily cedes the world to the living and to nature. By day, the glass 

house creates the phantasmagoria of blissful absorption into nature. But just as the memory of 

fear of the vampire afflicts the daily activities of potential victims, the symbolic system of house 

has afflicted the possibilities of unity with nature. Behind the glass wall, nature, as picture, has 

already somewhat withdrawn from man102” 

Jeff Wall, Dan Graham’s Kammerspiel, 1982 

 

The glass house103 is a mausoleum of vampires for Jeff Wall, and they are the archetypal 

inhabitant of this modernist design. In his article addressed to Dan Graham’s work, “Dan 

Graham’s Kammerspiel,” Wall views the glass house in Graham Alternation For Suburban 

House [Fig.2-6] as the coffin for vampires, while the inhabitant plays the role of the anxious 

vampire. The affinity between the glass house and the vampire’s crypt is indicated in Graham’s 

description to his project: 

 

The entire façade of typical suburban house has been removed and replaced by full sheet of 

transparent glass. Midway back and parallel to the front glass façade, a mirror divides the 

house into two areas. The front section is revealed to the public, while the rear, private 

section is not disclosed. The mirror as it faces the glass façade and the street, reflects not 
                                                
102 Jeff Wall, “Dan Graham’s Kammerspiel”, in “At Home or Elsewhere: A Dialogue between Jeff Wall and Jean-
Francois Chevrier”, in Jeff Wall: Selected Essays and Interview, P.60 
103 In Wall’s article, “Dan Graham’s Kammerspiel,” he refers the glass house to Graham’s Alternation to a Suburban 
House, and with its relation with the pioneer of modernism, Ludwig Mies van der Rohe’s glass curtained suburban 
houses. See Dan Graham’s Kammerspiel”, in “At Home or Elsewhere: A Dialogue between Jeff Wall and Jean-
Francois Chevrier”, in Jeff Wall: Selected Essays and Interview, P.48 
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only the house’s interior, but the street and the environment outside the house. The 

reflected images of the facades of the two houses opposite the cu-away “fill-in” the missing 

façade.104 

 

In the day time, the glass house fully embraces nature, providing an ideal panorama, a dream for 

the bourgeosie; but at night, the conditions are rapidly altered – the glass house exposes itself to 

the darkness. The beautiful landscape turns into complete darkness, while the glass house is 

lightened up by the artificial light and transforms its interior surface of the glass wall into 

enormous mirrors. The occupant of the house might use curtain to avoid the dazzleness, but this 

shows nothing but an anxiety permeating the house.105 Therefore, Wall indicates that the glass 

house in its nocturnal state is very much like the abandoned crypt in the Gothic tales, and the 

occupant’s aversion for the reflection signifies its affinity to vampires, who suffer from the states 

of anxiety caused by the glass architecture that becomes a room of distorted mirrors. And those 

reflections are in fact the result of the vampire’s trauma.106    

 

Almost two decades later, in his cinematography work Morning Cleaning, Mies van der Rohe 

Foundation, Barcelona,1999 [Fig.2-7], Jeff Wall took his scene in a glass house – a coffin for 

vampire as well, and this glass house, unquestionably, is one of the most significant examples of 

modernist glass houses – Barcelona Pavilion [Fig.2-8], constituted by Ludwig Mies van der Rohe 

for the 1929 International Exposition in Barcelona. Taken from day time, this picture shows a 

ritual morning cleaning process of the wide expanse of metal-framed glass that separate the 

interior of the pavilion from the transitional space of the courtyard and its pool. The central 

                                                
104 Dan Graham, Building and Signs, Chicago: The Renaissance Society at the University of Chicago, 1981, P.35 
105 Jeff Wall, “Dan Graham’s Kammerspiel”, in “At Home or Elsewhere: A Dialogue between Jeff Wall and Jean-
Francois Chevrier”, in Jeff Wall: Selected Essays and Interview, P.60 
106 Jeff Wall, “Dan Graham’s Kammerspiel”, in “At Home or Elsewhere: A Dialogue between Jeff Wall and Jean-
Francois Chevrier”, in Jeff Wall: Selected Essays and Interview, P.62 
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attention of this picture is the window-cleaner, Alejandro,107 who is cleaning the glass with soapy 

water. Through this film of soapy water the viewer is able to see Georg Kolbe’s bronze sculpture, 

Dawn[Fig.2-9],108 situated at the far left of the pool, and lightened up by the early morning 

sunlight. This rare sunlight, which as the artist himself recalled, was optimal for a mere seven 

minutes interval during each of twelve or more days required to photograph this place.109       

 

The vampires fall into a deep sleep, the statue implies the trace of vampires in the glass house, 

and the daylight brings the vampire into sleep, as Jeff Wall describes,  

 

“By day, the vampire sleeps in his crypt and temporarily cedes the world to the living and 

to nature. By day, the glass house creates the phantasmagoria of blissful absorption into 

nature. But just as the memory of fear of the vampire afflicts the daily activities of potential 

victims, the symbolic system of house has afflicted the possibilities of unity with nature. 

Behind the glass wall, nature, as picture, has already somewhat withdrawn from man. It is 

property and, if property had memory, it would be afflicted by it.110” 

 

But the memory and the dreadful emotion of the vampire is still attached to the glass house under 

the bright sun. The inhabitants, the house, and the surrounded nature have been tainted, and 

troubled by the negative influence of the vampire. As the bewildering curvy surface and hued 

marble on the wall, which disturb the rigid, unyielding modernist design of the pavilion. The 

vampires left their traces on the statue as well. The statue, Dawn, is a Venus-like figure; as the 

                                                
107 Jeff Wall mentioned the cleaner’s name in Theodora Vischer and Heidi Naef. ed, Jeff Wall: Catalogue Raisonne 
1978-2004, Basel and Gottingen, 2005, P.393 
108 Mies has used the figurative sculpture of Kolbe almost exclusively throughout his career. Penelope Curtis, “The 
Modern Eye-Catcher: Mies van der Rohe and sculpture,” in Arp, 7:3/4, 2003, P.361 
109 Christine Conley, “Morning Cleaning: Jeff Wall and The Large Glass”, in Photography After Conceptual Art, 
West Sussex, 2010, P.173 
110 Jeff Wall, “Dan Graham’s Kammerspiel”, in Jeff Wall: Selected Essays and Interview, NY: The Museum of 
Modern Art, 2007, P.62 
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eye-catcher111 of the pavilion, it alluringly attracts our view through the glass to the pool beyond 

with its green marble walls. Yet, the Dawn does not catch the attention of the cleaner, who is 

apparently ignoring the temptation of the statue while in the mean time, being absorbed in his 

work112 – wiping the window with soapy water. The soapy water in turn forms a veil that ripples 

and blurs the appearance of the statue, but its allurement is not repressed. Paradoxically, the 

distorted foams create an ambiguity between the animate and the inanimate traits of the statue. As 

if the Venus-like figure would wake and winks her eyes to the cleaner, and even start to move 

toward him. Almost like a supernatural being, the statue implies the action of the vampire, who 

sleeps during the day, and wakes up in the nocturne.  

 

While the theme of vampire can be traced back to Wall’s works during 1991 to 1992. The 

grotesque and inanimate, the uncanny and fantastic which were shown in his early works, such as 

Faking Death and Destroyed Room, are more artificially apparent in works like The Stumbling 

Block, 1991[Fig.2-10], The Giant, 1992[Fig.2-11], Dead Troop Talks, 1992, and The Vampires’ 

Picnic, 1991. In these pictures, Jeff Wall shows us respectively the human “stumbling block” 

lying on the sidewalk, a giant nude woman dominating the staircase of a modernist library 

building, a group of Soviet zombie soldiers in a pit on the Afghan front, and finally a circle of 

vampires and their victims gathering in front of a yard. If excluding other improbable creatures, 

or living dead, it is only in The Vampires’ Picnic that Wall eventually brings the haunting 

vampires he has once described in “Dan Graham’s Kammerspiel” literally to life.  

 

The Vampires’ Picnic, as suggested by Tom Holert in his article “Interview with A Vampire 

                                                
111 Described by Penelope Curtis, she uses this term to point out the way Dawn as a center figure in the pavilion. See 
Penelope Curtis, “The Modern Eye-Catcher: Mies van der Rohe and sculpture,” in Arp, 7:3/4, 2003, P.361 
112 See Michael Fried, “Jeff Wall, Wittgenstein, and the everyday”, in Why Photography Matters as Art as Never 
Before, New Heaven, 2008, P.66-67 
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Subjectivity and Visuality in the Works of Jeff Wall,” can be viewed as the contemporary version 

of the Theatre des vampires, which Anna Rice113, the founder of the post-modern vampire genre, 

re-established as an entertainment of a world of living dead in Interview With the Vampire, the 

first volume of her Vampire Chronicles, published in 1976. The precise definition of vampire is 

somehow disputed, but most would accept that the vampire in literature and folktales, is a 

malignant, supernatural creature. In general, vampires are often reanimated dead persons. They 

rise in night time, and bite the neck of human beings, and drinking their blood to nourish 

themselves. Their victims would also become vampires after death. By daybreak, they return to 

their grave or to a coffin.114  In The Vampires’ Picnic, the stage is no longer set in a building on 

Boulevard du Temple in Paris, and the time is not set during the age of French Revolution, but in 

the post-revolutionary twentieth century.  

 

The scene was taken in the night, the time for vampires to rise; there are fourteen people, both 

vampires and their victims, located in the lower third of the picture. They are standing up, sitting, 

kneeling, or lying down; they are writhing on the floor, rolling over lifeless bodies or staring 

dully. In the center of the photograph, a gaunt, nude, grey-haired vampire attracts our attention: 

congealed blood is smeared all across his chin and chest. He is opening his mouth and raising his 

right hand up high with an apple.115  The composition of the company represents a cultural and 

social cross-section of the population: seven women and seven men, three African-Americans; 

others are of a higher social status. One is in a pleated skirt, and wears a pearl necklace, another 

is in uniform. Their skin looks waxy, the old fashion spotlight on the right side of the picture is 

the only source of light in the picture, making the scene look like a movie set where actors and 

                                                
113 Tom Holert considers that this is a spirit gesture. See Tom Holert, “Interview with Vampire: subjectivity and 
visuality in the works of Jeff Wall”, in Jeff Wall: Photographs :MUMOK, Wien and Koln, 2003, P.124 
114 Paul Murgatroyd, Mythical Monster: in Classical Literature, London : Duckworth, 2007, P.5  
115 Tom Holert considers that this is a spirit gesture. See Tom Holert, “Interview with Vampire: subjectivity and 
visuality in the works of Jeff Wall”, in Jeff Wall: Photographs :MUMOK, Wien and Koln, 2003, P.130 
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actresses with their heavy make-up are waiting to begin their show. 

 

The artist wants us to experience The Vampires’ Picnic as a “grotesque parody of the group 

photos of the creepy and glamorous families on TV shows like ‘Dynasty.’”116 These modern 

spectre, whose life between life and death, the animate and inanimate, has first emerged in Wall’s 

writing of Dan Graham’s glass house and finally taken real shape in his photography. In the 

article “Dan Graham’s”,  the vampire is not only stuck between living and death, but lives in an 

“accursed state of irremediable tension and anxiety117” between old and new. It suffers from the 

unwillingness of the decline of the old regime, and the fear of the contaminated new order. Thus 

the traumatized vampire signifies the unresolved crisis and contrast due to modernization (a 

failure of utopia modernism.118)  

 

Cinematography becomes the only mean to reveal the invisibility of vampires. If Wall’s 

reflection on the vampire is deeply associated with the social crisis of the modern world, then the 

stuck-in-the-middle situation and the invisibility of the vampire find its human counterparts in 

works like The Storyteller or Mimic. These people always draw the attention of the artists for 

their ambiguous social status: they are in the margin and invisible to the mainstream. Their 

existences are somehow undetectable but only visible to Wall’s cinematography. In an epoch, 

where we are no longer superstitious and more familiar with the camera, Wall once again 

possesses the ability to capture the unseen ghosts in our everyday life. As if Jeff Wall aims to 

                                                
116 See “Arielle Pelenc in Correspondence with Jeff Wall,” in Thierry de Duve, Jeff Wall, London 2009, P.21  
117 Jeff Wall, “Dan Graham’s Kammerspiel”, in Jeff Wall: Selected Essays and Interview, NY: The Museum of 
Modern Art, 2007, P.61 
118 Christine Conley suggests that glass house signifies a failure of modernism, see Christine Conley, “Morning 
Cleaning: Jeff Wall and The Large Glass”, in Photography After Conceptual Art, West Sussex, 2010, P.179. But 
besides this modernist view, Tom Holert treats the vampire as “a symbolic prosthesis” it is an extension for Wall’s 
own subjectivity as it is inscribed in the spectacular relations to his cinematographic photos. In other words, due to 
its fantastic character vampire signifies a total control, and an ideal authorship in his cinematography. See Tom 
Holert, “Interview with Vampire: subjectivity and visuality in the works of Jeff Wall”, in Jeff Wall: 
Photographs :MUMOK, Wien and Koln, 2003, P.137 
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trace the “presence of phantasmatic” in everyday life.



 

   64 
 

Bring to life 

“Cinematography is something very like ventriloquism.119” 

 

Jeff Wall’s photography does not only reveal the invisible, but attempts to summon the invisible 

from its lifeless state. He brings the inanimated beings back to life by giving them voices, like a 

ventriloquist does to his dummy.  A Ventriloquist at a Birthday Party in October 1947, 

1990[Fig.2-12] has been viewed as a paradigmatic works where a dummy is reanimated. In this 

picture, the artist depicts a scene where a female ventriloquist is surrounded by children at a 

birthday party in a strange state of quietness and concentration as everyone was watching (and 

listening) the child-height dummy talking. Although the details in this picture are still as 

pervasive and abundant as Wall’s other works, the eyes of the viewers can easily be caught by the 

ventriloquist and her dummy in the center. She is about to give movements and voice to the 

dummy. The audiences attending to the birthday party is separated into two groups on both sides 

of the room, providing an uninterrupted view of the ventriloquist and her dummy. Like the 

children, we are fascinated by the scene and expecting the answer from the dummy. 

 

This picture, according to the artist himself was made because of his nostalgia of spectacles 

performed by as magicians, jugglers, and ventriloquists.120  A Ventriloquist tries to depict one of 

these old entertainers in a historical context where the old regime of live performance and tricks 

are about to be replaced by the new televisional amusement.121 We do not know what the dummy 

is going to say, his left hand raised and his mouth opened. While the ventriloquist has tilted her 

                                                
119 “Arielle Pelenc in Correspondence with Jeff Wall,” in Jeff Wall: Selected Essays and Interview, New York: 
Museum of Modern Art, 2007, P.262 
120 Arielle Pelenc in Correspondence with Jeff Wall,” in Jeff Wall: Selected Essays and Interview, New York: 
Museum of Modern Art, 2007, P.262 
121 Theodora Vischer and Heidi Naef, ed, Jeff Wall: Catalogue Raisonne 1978-2004, Basel and Gottingen, 2005, 
P.328 
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head waiting for answers. Maybe the dummy is going to tell a story, or a joke to the birthday boy 

or girl. We are not sure what he/she is going to say. But we do see that every little child is 

strangely hypnotized by the performance. But the strangeness lies further on the look of the 

dummy, who seems too spooky for a child’s birthday party.  

       

Despite all the bizarreness, what catches our attention is that the dummy is animated and brought 

back to life by the ventriloquist. It can say anything we desire it to say. Its words can be 

everyone’s words. It is also the case of Dead Troop Talks and The Storyteller[Fig.2-13]. The first 

thing those dead soldiers do is talk. Susan Sontag describes these living-dead soldiers as 

“engulfed by this image, which is so accusatory, we could fantasize that the soldiers might turn 

and talk to us.122” Whether or not these soldiers are inculpating the war-makers or the spectators, 

Sontag believes the first thing these zombie-like soldiers do is talk. They make fun of each other, 

or they try to wake their slumbering company. Although the spectators cannot hear what they are 

saying, but they can imagine and hear what these soldiers might say during this situation. 

Therefore, giving them voice is very much like giving them life. 

 

What happened in The Storyteller corresponds in a similar manner. On the lower left of the 

picture, the woman talks enthusiastically. She might talk about racial problems or other social 

issues as critics suggest, while in the same time, she can speak on behalf of everyone as well.123 

Her sayings are not necessary true to all the listeners, as indicated by the skeptical look of the 

man with a brown jacket. The unequivocal nature of Jeff Wall’s picture allows him to achieve a 

point of openness, which he suggests in the interview: 

 

                                                
122 Susan Sontag, Regarding the Pain of Others, New York, 2003, P.124 
123 “At Home or Elsewhere: A Dialogue between Jeff Wall and Jean-Francois Chevrier”, in Jeff Wall: Selected 
Essays and Interview, , New York: Museum of Modern Art, 2007, P.284 
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“But gradually I realized that the couple must not really be very convinced about what the 

storyteller is saying. […] although the storyteller is saying something important, or at least 

serious, the picture as a whole was leaving open the possibility her story could be 

ungrounded, incredible, untrue. That is, the picture says to me that it is also necessary to be 

skeptical of storytelling, and not necessarily accept the storyteller’s word as a word telling a 

truth. That’s not to say it must not be a truth; but it means it is not necessarily.124”          

 

The instability of the speech liberates the picture. The voice Jeff Wall furnishes is never settled. 

The disequilibrium in the dialogue generates the dynamic of the picture. Therefore, in Wall’s 

pictures this entails giving “voice” not only in sense of imaging and bringing into existence an 

object and a picture of a world, but also giving voice to all the characters and personifying all the 

objects he makes and brings together by his cinematography. In this sense, cinematography is 

very much like ventriloquism. It reanimates the dead and gives them the immortal sounds.    

 

The history of photography contains a long list of the fantastic figures: ghost, vampires, and their 

immortal sounds. Self-portrait of Drowning Man, a scene of faking death, made by Hippolyte 

Bayard in the year of 1840 signifies a deviation from the documentary photography. A different 

sort of photography practice is paralleled. Camera captures not only the things we see, but 

something unseen with our naked eyes. The popularity of spirit photography in the second half of 

nineteenth century shows how the contemporary people held the faith in camera’s ability to 

capture the invisible spirits. Despite the fact that we become more familiar with camera and the 

images than people in the nineteenth century, the idea that camera can seize the unseen is still 

haunted in the minds of modern photographers.  

                                                
124 “At Home or Elsewhere: A Dialogue between Jeff Wall and Jean-Francois Chevrier”, in Jeff Wall: Selected 
Essays and Interview, New York: Museum of Modern Art, 2007, P.286 
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The haunted history of photography is succeeded by Jeff Wall first in his staged work Faking 

Death (1977). Later the ghost and other fantastic figures, such as vampires and living dead have 

become more apparent and a focal points in Wall’s photography works since 1991. While the 

ghosts the artist creates are not as remote as we think, on the contrary, they are very like the 

socially invisibles, for example like the minorities, poor or homeless people. After “Invisible Man” 

by Ralph Ellison, the Prologue (1999-2000), in that case, signifies a specific sort of ghost that 

Jeff Wall prefers to capture. Only through the light of camera, they rise from the darkness, 

soundless surroundings.   
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  Chapter Three 

The Double Face of Photography 

 

As Jeff Wall expands our vision to the unseen: ghosts, vampires, zombies, and the living dead, 

these fantastic figures in return righteously show that photography is always haunting. In this 

chapter, another sort of haunting experience will be presented. This new haunting experience has 

emerged in photography practices after the 1970s, which can be seen in the works of Jeff Wall 

and other artists, such as Sophie Calle and Mike Mandel, who use photography as their medium 

of art. In their photography works, they question the authenticity of photography and whether 

photography is able to present reality, further blurring the boundary between reality and fiction.   

 

This might remind us of the similar hesitation we have encountered in Chapter One. In the 

discussion of the affinity between Jeff Wall’s photography and the fantastic literature, we find 

that they both put their readers in an ambiguous hesitation between the real and unreal, and the 

fantastic is exactly embedded in this hesitation. Now the same scenario appears in contemporary 

photography practices, photography resides in a grey area not only between the real and 

supernatural, but between fact and fiction as well.      

 

The artists’ doubt toward photographic realism seemingly responds to Rosalind Krauss’ 

influential article, “Notes on the Index: Seventies Art in America” (1977). Krauss suggests that 

photography is able to stencil off the real world without internal adjustments.125 As a result, 

photograph is like an index, which always points to its referent. Her article has attracted 

                                                
125 Rosalind Krauss, “Notes on the Index, Part 1,” in The Originality of the Avant-Garde and Other Modernist Myths, 
MIT Press, 1999, P.125 
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pervasive discussions, whether they are advocates or opprobrium, and was nearly the major 

concept of photography for the past thirty years. This parallel activities between Jeff Wall and 

theorists, whether they advocate or question the indexicality, makes us curious about what is it 

that makes the indexicality so different, so appealing? Therefore, in the following chapter, the 

discourse of indexicality will be reviewed historically in order to provide a background to 

understand the works of Wall and the other artists, and how in their works the boundary between 

reality and fiction is obscure.       

 

As Jeff Wall pushes the photographic realism into a doubtful status, and fantasizes it with 

supernatural elements, literary theorists and film historians explore the fantastic side of 

photography. In their writings, for example, Andre Bazin’s “The Ontology of Photography”  

(1945), Roland Barthes’ Camera Lucida (1980), and Tom Gunning’s “Phantom Image and 

Modern Manifestation” (1995), they discover that photography possesses a magical power of 

preserving the dead, predicting death, and creating the ghostly double from reality. Both in the 

photography theory and practice, the fantastic side gradually surfaces, as if photography has a 

double face – one side is the reality, and the other is the fantastic. As Roland Barthes remarks, 

photography belongs to the class of laminated objects whose two leaves cannot be separated 

without destroying them both.126      

 

To begin to explore the double face of photography, let’s first take a look on how photography 

makes its own ghostly double, which is lurking in the edge between the rational and uncanny… 

 

 
                                                
126 Roland Barthes, Camera Lucida: Reflections on Photography. Translated by Richard Howard. New York: Hill & 
Wang, 1981, P. 6 
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Double  

 

Despite the falsehood of spirit photography, and with the increasing knowledge in photography, 

people know that the extra spectre shown in the picture is the result of double exposure, the 

replication of photography has never ceased. The trick of repetitious exposures continuously 

spooks the viewers before and even now. But the ghostly double is not merely a photographic 

skill, it also signified the essence of photography: photography duplicates nature, and in the same 

method of producing doubles, it has the ability to make endless reproductions.  

 

In his article “Phantom Images and Modern Manifestations: Spirit photography, Magic Theater, 

Trick Films, and Photography Uncanny,” Tom Gunning suggests that photography is uncanny, 

and its uncanny lies in its ability to produce doubles. “It was the uncanny ability of photography 

to produce a double of its subject that gives it its unique ontology as much as its existential link 

with its original.127”  The occultness of photography is not only due to the manifestation of the 

double exposure or duplication of reality, but it is also due to its capacity to be endlessly 

reproduced and repeated. Starting his essay with the work of Balzac, Gunning provides a retro 

aspect of photography. According to Balzac’s words, photography has proved “that a man or a 

building is incessantly and continuously represented by a picture in the atmosphere, that all 

existing objects project into it a kind of spectre which can be captured and perceived.128” For 

Balzac, the duplicate reality in the Daguerreotype is not as concrete as the original one; instead, it 

seems to be dematerialized and becomes a ghostly double, he says: 

 

                                                
127 Tom Gunning, “Phantom Images and Modern Manifestations: Spirit photography, Magic Theater, Trick Films, 
and Photography Uncanny”, in Patric Petro, et. Fugitive Images: From Photography to Video, US, 1995, 43 
128 Balzac, Cousin Pons, London: Penguin Classic, P.131 
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“Just as physical objects do in fact project themselves on to the atmosphere so that it retains 

the "spectre" which the daguerreotype can fix and capture, in the same way ideas, which 

are real and active creations, imprint themselves on what we must call the "atmosphere" of 

the spiritual world, produce effects in it and live on in it spectrally.129”     

 

However, besides the ghostly reproduction, spirit photographers employed the double exposure 

to create a make-believe ghost in photography. The issue of ghostly double appears to haunt 

photography in the very beginning. 

 

To help us further understand photographic doubles, and how it is fantastic, Sigmund Freud’s 

article “The Uncanny” is certainly helpful. Freud suggests that doubles or repetition crashes our 

rationality and evokes the feeling of strangeness or fear, such as someone or something looks 

identical, the dividing and interchanging of the self, and finally “the constant recurrence of the 

same thing.130” Particularly, the uncanny of repetition would be aroused under certain conditions 

and circumstances. To further illustrate this idea, Freud provides a personal experience of his, 

which he thinks is “a helpless experience in some dream states131”:   

 

As I was walking one hot summer afternoon, through the deserted streets of provincial 

town in Italy, which was unknown to me, I found myself in a quarter of whose character I 

could not remain long in doubt. Nothing but painted women were to be seen in the window 

of the small houses, and I hastened to leave the narrow street at the next turning. But after 

having wandered about for a time without enquiring my way, I suddenly found myself back 

in the same street, where my presence was now beginning to excite attention. I hurried 

                                                
129 Balzac, Cousin Pons, Baltimore: Penguin Press, P.133 
130  Sigmund Freud, The Uncanny, New York: Penguin Press, 2003, P.54 
131  Sigmund Freud, The Uncanny, New York: Penguin Press, 2003, P.54 
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away once more only to arrive by another detour at the same place yet a third time. Now, 

however, a feeling overcame me which I can only describe as uncanny, and I was glad 

enough to find myself back at the piazza I had left a short while before, without any further 

voyage of discovery.132  

 

Freud’s accounts fetches a common experience for people in a modern society: a flâneur/visitor 

wandering around in an unfamiliar place, getting lost and circulating in a labyrinth-like trajectory, 

and the more he finds himself winding up in the original place, the more his fear and anxiety 

generates. The situation of constant recurrence of the same thing is easily associated with the 

endless reproduction of photography. Tom Gunning believes that the repetition in photography—

the duplicate nature and the inexhausive reproduction—also evoke the same uncanny feelings 

similar to Freud’s experience as suggested in his article, “The Uncanny”.133 By endlessly 

reproducing the appearance of objects, photography creates a parallel world of phantasmatic 

doubles alongside of the rigid world of the senses verified by positivism.134 Nevertheless, this 

experience of witnessing a ghostly double created by photography does not belong to the people 

in the advent of photography only, but to modern people as well.  

 

It is shown in Wall’s Double Self-Portrait[Fig.3-1]. In this double self portrait, the artist seems to 

evoke in us the archaic photography fantastic within the phenomena of the double. He depicts an 

improbable scene in Double Self-Portrait. The first glimpse of this picture is like the scene in 

                                                
132 Sigmund Freud, The Uncanny, New York: Penguin Press, 2003, P.61 
133 Despite that he does not explicitly mention that photography brings the “constant recurrence of the same thing,” 
Freud notes an uncanny example in his notes to proceed Otto Rank’s discussion on the uncannyness of The Student 
of Prague by Stellan Rye and Paul Wegener. This classic German fantastic film illustrates its ghostly double though 
the photographic trick of multiple exposure. This has been noticed and suggested by Tom Gunning, in his Phantom 
Images and Modern Manifestations: Spirit photography, Magic Theater, Trick Films, and Photography Uncanny”, in 
Patric Petro, et. Fugitive Images: From Photography to Video, US, 1995, P.45  
134 Tom Gunning, “Invisible Worlds, Visible Media”, Corey Keller et, Brought to light : photography and the 
invisible, 1840-1900, New Haven, 2008, P. 43 
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scientific movie. Two Jeff Wall stares at the viewers. Both of them show us their three quarter 

faces. The Wall on the right side wears a gray t-shirt, and poses like the people in traditional 

portraits, one hand is placed on his hip, and another resting on the chair at ease. Another Jeff 

Wall is standing on the left side leaning against the wall. He wears a white shirt, and is crossing 

his arms. The room they are standing in is neat and complete, with almost no decoration at all, 

only the wall is covered with narrow stripes (wall paper?) with a sofa in brown color and a white 

chair.  

 

In this picture, Wall is playing an old and familiar photographic joke with roots more than a 

century ago.135 But more than that, it is as if the artist is echoing the ghostly double exposures 

prevalent during the time of spirit photography, and by employing this old trick, he reminds us 

photography’s capacity to produce endless doubled and how creepy it seems. The theme of 

double and its creepiness is also visible in cinema, especially in Christopher Nolan’s Prestige 

(2006), yet this time the role of photography is more explicit by a double-producing magic 

machine. Based on the same name novel by Christopher Priest in 1995, Prestige talks about two 

rival stage magicians, Angier and Borden, in London at the end of nineteenth century.  

 

In the movie, Angier craved to uncover the mystery of Borden’s box seller magic trick, “The 

Transported Man.” It is a marvelous trick that shows Borden entering a cabinet and immediately 

appearing from another. Every time Borden performs this trick, he throws a ball before entering 

the door, and catches it right after existing from another door. In order to know Borden’s secret 

trick, Angier kidnaps Borden’s assistant Follen to get Borden’s note. He follows the code “Tesla,” 

a famous scientist at that time, written on the notes to Coronado Spring, and asking Tesla to build 

the same transported machine for him. Although Angier soon discovers that the note was a fraud 
                                                
135 Peter Galassi, Jeff Wall, New York : Museum of Modern Art, 2007, P.28 
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and that Borden’s “Transported Man” has nothing to do with the scientific invention of Tesla, the 

machine made by Tesla turns out to work. Except this machine does not transport man or object, 

but creates duplicates instead. In the name of science, the machine creates spooky doubles. From 

man or animal to inanimate object, as long as you walk into the machine, it soon creates your 

double. Enchanted by this magic machine, Angier soon uses the machine to perform “The Real 

Transported Man” in the theatre and earns a great success which helps him beat Borden. But in 

the cruel reality, every time he performs this trick and walks into the duplicating machine, he has 

to kill the original Angier by trapping him in a water cell tank, while allowing the replicated one 

appear in front of audience on the stage.  

 

The magic machine made by Tesla, which is able to create the ghostly double and its 

inexhaustible repetition becomes the metaphor for both the practice of film and photography.   

The indistinguishable border between magic and science, photography’s uncanny capacity to 

make doubles, are indicated in Prestige by Christopher Nolan. Both the machine and camera 

capture our image or full figure (as in the case of film) and creates inexhaustible ghostly 

reproductions. From this perspective, camera melts down from its rational and scientific status, 

and the result – photographic image is as spooky and fearful as the replicates in the movie. The 

transported machine, like photography, is invented in the spirit of science and positivism but 

prove to be an uncanny apparatus: they duplicate hats, cats, and people, everything that can be 

put into the machine, everything that can be captured by camera. It reminds us that photography 

constantly resides in the grey area between science and magic, the real and the fantastic.136The 

ghostly aspect does not leave us even though we understand the camera better. The photographic 

spectre still haunts. Therefore, the remark Tom Gunning comments about H.G. Wells’ The 

                                                
136 The issue that this magic machine as a metaphor for photographic reproduction, see further Todd McGowan’s 
“The Violence of Creation in Prestige”, he discusses the magical illusion and its relation with film making, in The 
Fictional Christopher Nolan, Austin: Univ. Texas Press, 2012, P.107    
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Invisible Man is the perfect footnote to describe people’s attitude toward technology in the turn 

of the century: 

  

“H.G. Wells offered visions of the future that balanced credible (if highly speculative) 

attempts at scientific explanation with scenarios that terrifies his readers: evolution gone 

berserk, producing monsters; an extraterrestrial universe inhabited by alien beings intent on 

humanity’s destruction; a mad scientist who achieves invisibility and initiates a reign of 

crime and terror…..Wells’ new world of technology seemed grim.137” 

 

The photographer’s world seems grim as well, with the ghostly double they capture and the 

endless repetitions they produce.   

                                                
137 Tom Gunning, “Invisible Worlds, Visible Media”, Corey Keller et, Brought to light : photography and the 
invisible, 1840-1900, New Haven, 2008, P.51 
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Double Face of photography 
 

Besides its uncanny reproduction, the issue of double is even more profoundly inherent in its 

being of the ghostly double of reality. Being as an imprint of reality, photography has two sides: 

one positive side related to a truthful representation of nature, while another negative side 

indicates the fantastic or fictional. In the following discussion, I will first present the theoretical 

aspects of the double face of photography, and then observe the way Jeff Wall, as well as other 

artists, demonstrates these unseparated sides.   

 

Tracing the Index 

 

Ever since the invention of camera, this visual recording machine has been labeled with the truth 

claim – that photograph is an imprint of reality. In the search for the specific traits of 

photography, through different supports, writers like Elisabeth Eastlake, Andre Barzin, and 

Roland Barthes, are convinced that photography can stencil the reality without any adjustment. 

This belief of photography as an imprint, or index, is further epitomized by Rosalind Krauss. 

Index becomes one and only, the specific character for photography as a medium of art. In the 

history of art, photography had never had such an elaborate and pervasive concept making it a 

specific medium.138   

 

First published in October 1977, “Notes on the Index: Seventies Art in America” could be seen 

as the first official announcement of photography indexicality.139 In this influential article, Krauss 

                                                
138 Andre Gunthert, “The Digital Imprint. The Theory and Practice of Photography in the Digital Age,” in The 
Weight of Photography: Photography History Theory and Criticism, Academic and Scientific Publishers, 2012, P. 
426 
139 Rosalind Krauss, “Notes on the Index, Part 1,” in The Originality of the Avant-Garde and Other Modernist Myths, 
MIT Press, 1999, P. 203 
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seeks to provide a ‘unified field theory’140 to describe and summarize the new artistic practice of 

the 1970s. Through discussing Duchamp’s work such as Tu’m and the Large Glass, Krauss 

successfully demonstrate the way contemporary art follows the logic of index, and it is the index, 

rather than any formal resemblances that characterized the significant art of the 1970s.141  She 

claims that “Every photograph is the result of a physical imprint transferred by light reflection 

onto a sensitive surface. The photograph is thus a type of icon, or visual likeness, which bears an 

indexical relation to its objects.142” Loosely based on the sign system developed by C.S. Peirce, 

Krauss defines the category of index as established in an actual physical contact to its referent. 

“They are the marks or traces of a particular cause, and that cause is the thing to which they refer, 

the object they signify.143” Base on this, photography is the imprint on a light sensitive plate, and 

therefore may be seen as the index of reality. Man Ray’s Rayograph, as Krauss suggests, makes 

the physical contact between photography and the world more explicit. Man Ray places his 

objects on the top of light-sensitive paper, exposing it to the light, the result of the image is like 

the ghostly traces of departed objects. Because of this physical contact, the image becomes the 

referent to the object. In this way, photography is similar to the dust marks on the glass, or the 

footprints in the sand. Photograph, therefore, can stencil the real world without internal 

adjustment.144    

 

Krauss further expands this theory to the contemporary art practices; she points out that P.S.1. 

Paint[Fig.3-3] by Pozzi can be both understood as a kind of photograph, or created in the mode of 

                                                
140 Rosalind Krauss, “Introductory Note,” in Photography Theory, James Elkins, ed., Routledge, 2007, P. 126 
141 Abigail Solomon-Godeau illustrates the historical conditions and the response of the index in her assessment in 
Photography Theory, “Ontology, Essences, and Photography Aesthetics: Writing the Goose’s Neck One More 
Time”, Also see, who points the modernist obsess of Rosalind Krauss. 
142 Rosalind Krauss, “Notes on the Index, Part 1,” in The Originality of the Avant-Garde and Other Modernist Myths, 
MIT Press, 1999, P. 203 
143 Rosalind Krauss, “Notes on the Index, Part 1,” in The Originality of the Avant-Garde and Other Modernist Myths, 
MIT Press, 1999, P.198 
144 Rosalind Krauss, “Introductory Note,” in Photography Theory, James Elkins, ed., Routledge, 2007, P.125 
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picture-taking. In Pozzi’s work, for example, Krauss asserts “The edge of the work is redirected 

to from its condition as closure (the establishment of a limit in response to the internal meaning 

of a work) and given the role of selection (gathering a visually intelligible sample of the 

underlying continuum). The flatness of the support is deprived of its various formal functions (as 

the constraint against which illusion is established and tested; as the source of conventional 

coherence) and is used instead as the repository of evidence.145”  More than the analogue from 

artwork to photograph, Krauss points out that photographic indexicality also plays a role in art 

practices, like performance art, body art, or some earthworks, their reliance on photograph to 

record, to provide an evidence for their works  becomes very common. This not only suggests 

that photography’s function of documentary plays an important role in the art practices of the 

1970s, but the concept of index is the unified style.  

 

Photography had never had such an elaborate and pervasive concept, which has still been 

discussed and repeated in various works thirty years until now. As it has been suggested out by 

both James Elkins and Andre Gunthert, photographic indexicality is a way to provide 

photography with a medium specificity in the context of modernism, and in the same time it 

legitimates photography as an artistic medium.146 Remaining faithful to the modernist strategy of 

characterization of photography’s specific purpose: “each art had to determine, through its own 

operations and works, the effect exclusive to itself,147” Krauss imports the photographic model 

into the field of art, without either returning to a naïve realism or giving it away to aesthetic 

values that would have been imported from painting. Meanwhile, it combines medium specificity 

                                                
145  Rosalind Krauss, “Notes on the Index, Part 1,” in The Originality of the Avant-Garde and Other Modernist 
Myths, MIT Press, 1999, P.216 
146 See Art Seminar in Photography Theory and Andre Gunthert’s article, “The Digital Imprint. The Theory and 
Practice of Photography in the Digital Age,” in The Weight of Photography: Photography History Theory and 
Criticism, Academic and Scientific Publishers, 2012 
147 Clememt Greenberg, “Modernist Painting,” in The Collected Essays and Criticism, John O’Brain ed., Vol. IV, 
1957-1969, Univ. Chicago Press, 1988, P.86 
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with the concept of index. Borrowed from Peirce, she re-evaluated the history of American art 

with a combination of modernist approach and semiotic theory, which was highly fashionable at 

that time.148 

    

Besides generating numerous discussions, the concept of index has also attracted opprobrium in 

the world of art theorists and photographers who uses photography as the medium of art.149 In the 

record of an Art Seminar held in 2005, art historians and theorists, such as, James Elkins, 

Margaret Iverson, and Joel Snyder discussed the indexicality and the medium specificity.150 

Interestingly, except Joel Snyder, who strongly held an opposite view to the index, other theorists 

preferred to take a casual side of photography, that indexicality is a necessary but not a sufficient 

condition for photography.151 The dispute in their discussion pointed out that the indexciality is 

not enough to define photography – photography is an index, but in the same time, it is 

something more. Photography’s character of duality has been observed by other theorists, such as 

Barthes and Bazin, they believe that photography has a fantastic side.  

  

                                                
148 Andre Gunthert, “The Digital Imprint. The Theory and Practice of Photography in the Digital Age,” in The 
Weight of Photography: Photography History Theory and Criticism, Academic and Scientific Publishers, 2012 , 
P.426 
149 Rosalind Krauss seems clearly acknowledge this contradictory argument very well. See her “Introductory Note” 
Rosalind Krauss, “Introductory Note,” in Photography Theory, James Elkins, ed., Routledge, 2007 
150 There were other issues concerned with photography were discussed, for instance, punctum, and temporality, but 
it was the indexicality that has drawn everyone’s attention. See “Art Seminar” in Photography Theory, James Elkins, 
ed., Routledge, 2007, P.129 
151 In Art seminar, Photography Theory, James Elkins, ed., Routledge, 2007, P.129 
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Fantastic Imprint 

 

From its Alchemy-like developing process to the ghostly double, the fantastic side of 

photography has been lurking on the edge of photographic practice long since its invention. Now 

this aspect has been further proved in Bazin and Barthes’ writings. In “Notes on the Index: 

Seventies Art in America,” Rosalind Krauss quotes the writings of Andre Bazin and Roland 

Barthes numerous times to support her argument on photographic index. For example, she is 

convinced that the indexical condition of photograph still exists even if the image loses its 

resemblance to its referent and finds her alliance in Bazin’s article “The Ontology of the 

Photographic Image” (1945). 

 

Painting is, after all, an inferior way of making likeness, an ersatz of the process of 

reproduction. Only a photographic lens can give us the kind of image of the object that is 

capable of satisfying the deep need man has to substitute for it something more than a mere 

approximation….The photographic image is the object itself, the object free from the 

conditions of time and space that govern it. No matter how fuzzy, distorted, or discolored, 

no matter how lacking in documentary value the image may be, it shares, by virtue of the 

very process its becoming, the being of the model of which it is the reproduction; it is the 

model.152      

 

Moreover, Krauss also views Camera Lucida as a buoy for her idea of index. She considers that 

photograph is never separated from its referent when she recites Barthes:  

 

                                                
152 Andre bazin, “The Ontology of Photographic Image,” in What is Cinema? selected and trans., Hugh Gray, Univ. 
California Press, 2004, P.14  
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The photograph is literally an emanation of the referent. From a real body, which was there, 

proceed radiations which ultimately touched me, who am here.153  

 

However, neither Bazin nor Barthes believes that the indexicality stands for a solid reality as 

Rosalind Krauss suggests. Quite on the contrary, as mentioned by both of these two theorists, 

index generates a rather intangible reality. Photography does not provide us with a solid reality, 

but rather provokes a feeling of the uncanny and supernatural.   

 

Despite the fact that in Camera Lucida, Barthes does not mention Bazin’s article “On the 

Ontology of the Photographic Image,” in Bazin’s view on the photographic index and the 

fantastic finds its development in Barthes’ writing. Their shared opinion toward photographic 

indexicality has been noticed by film theorists like Colin MacCabe and Laura Mulvey.154 Their 

ideas are not restricted to intellectual or aesthetic approaches, but from a common, almost 

enchanted, bewildered view as well. As if photography has a double face, it is true that the index 

lies at the heart of both Bazin and Barthes’ writing, but the status of the index is oftentimes 

swinging toward the uncanny. It is an incontrovertible fact, a material trace that can be left 

without human intervention, and at the same time, it generates a collapse of rationality as well. 

The index and its fantastic part intertwines in their reflection on photography.  

 

The fantastic aspect of photography has long been inherent in the magic process of the shooting 

and image-developing. The ability of the camera to capture our images, to reveal the unseen and 

the Alchemy-like chemical procedure, taints photography with the magical and supernatural 

colors. However, besides the photographic making process, the result of the photographic image 

                                                
153 Roland Barthes, trans., Richard Howard, Camera Lucida, Vintage, 2000, P.80 
154 See Colin MacCabe, “Barthes and Bazin: The Ontology of the Photographic Image,” in Writing the Image After 
Barthes, ed. Jean-Micel Rabate, Cambridge, 2001.     
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also instigates a vertigo to the photographic reader in the next generation. Even when they 

process more knowledge and get more familiar with the image, the strangeness and fantastic 

aspect of photography has never faded.    

 

The photography fantastic first reveals itself in the affinity between photography and death. In 

the ‘Ontology’ article, Bazin suggests that the history of art can be understood as the story of 

realism.155 The origin of art is understood as the desire to overcome death, and photography has 

taken over this function that painting and sculpture had struggled, and at the same time, fulfilled 

the crave for likeness. The need to preserve the dead as realistic as possible, and the crave to be 

immortal can be traced back in the earliest case of history, as for example in the principle of 

‘mummification’ in ancient Egypt. Bazin argues that the process of “embalming time,” and 

preserving the actual characters of the dead person by an imprint image was achieved by 

photography.156 For Mulvey, the relation between photography and mummification is easy to 

place in the nineteenth century. Soon after the invention of photography, the photograph replaced 

painting or sculpture and was adopted by people in rituals of mourning and memories.157 This 

function is still visible in nowadays, and photography as the preservation of the dead provokes a 

ghostly quality.  

 

Death and photography is a pervasive theme throughout Camera Lucida. If Barthes says “the 

photograph carries its referent with itself,158” so it carries the death as well.  He approaches these 

issues through different perspectives, not to mention that this book is actually a mourning for the 

                                                
155 Andre bazin, “The Ontology of Photographic Image,” in What is Cinema? selected and trans., Hugh Gray, Univ. 
California Press, 2004, P.10 
156 Andre bazin, “The Ontology of Photographic Image,” in What is Cinema? selected and trans., Hugh Gray, Univ. 
California Press, 2004, P.12 
157 Laura Mulvey, Death 24 x a Second: Stillness and the Moving Image, Reaktion Books, 2009, P.59 
158 Roland Barthes, trans., Richard Howard, Camera Lucida, Vintage, 2000, P.5 
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death of his mother through a winter garden photograph.159  Moving beyond photography and its 

ritual role of mourning/preserving the dead,  Barthes implies that death is inscribed into life 

because of the vertigo of time:160    

  

All those young photographers who are at work in the world, determined upon the capture 

of actuality, do not know that they are agents in the capture of death….for my part I should 

prefer that instead of constantly relocating the advent of photography in its social and 

economic context, we should inquire as to the anthropological place of death and the new 

image. For death must be somewhere in a society; if it is no longer in religion it must be 

somewhere else; perhaps in this image which produces death while trying to preserve life. 

Contemporary with the withdrawal of rites, Photography may respond to the intrusion, in 

our modern society, of an asymbolic death, outside of religion, outside of ritual, a kind of 

abrupt dive into literal death. Life/ death; the paradigm is reduced to a single click, the one 

separating the initial pose from the final print.161   

 

Death is realized and even transcended in photograph. Photography’s ability to embalm time is 

more clear in Barthes concept of ‘that has been.162’ The presence of photography is a 

combination of past and present. The subject from the past has crossed innumerable futures as it 

becomes the present – the photograph. In Barthes’ words, “that rather terrible thing that is there 

in every photograph: the return of the dead.163”   

 

                                                
159 Geoffery Batchen, “Plinode: An Introduction to Photography Degree Zero,” in Photography Degree Zero, ed., 
Geoffery Batchen, MIT Press, 2009, P.213 
160 Laura Mulvey, Death 24 x a Second: Stillness and the Moving Image, Reaktion Books, 2009, P.59 
161 Roland Barthes, trans., Richard Howard, Camera Lucida, Vintage, 2000, P. 86 
162 Roland Barthes, trans., Richard Howard, Camera Lucida, Vintage, 2000, P.77 
163 Roland Barthes, trans., Richard Howard, Camera Lucida, Vintage, 2000, P.96 
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The issue of death in photography is expanded to what Barthes names the ‘vertigo of time 

defeated.164’ Here Barthes relates the punctum with a sudden and overwhelming consciousness of 

death. But beyond the question of death, an overwhelming and irrational sense of fate and destiny, 

of an outside intervention in the everyday, is also a mark of the fantastic:   

 

In 1865, young Lewis Payne attempted to assassinated Secretary of State W.H. Seward. 

Alexander Gardener photographed him in his cell where he is waiting to be hanged. The 

photograph is handsome, as is the boy: that is the studium. But the punctum is: he is going 

to die. I read at the same time: This will be and this has been; I observed with horror an 

anterior future of which death is the stake….In front of the photograph of my mother as a 

child, I tell myself: she is going to die: I shudder, like Winnicott’s psychotic patient, over a 

catastrophe that has already occurred. Whether or not the subject is already dead, every 

photograph is this catastrophe.165 

 

As if photograph is an ominous object. It predicts and promises the coming of death, meanwhile, 

it preserves our actual image as the guarantee of immortality. These contradictions imply an 

irrational or supernatural thought on photography. The subjects of photography are either a ghost 

or a prediction of death. The photograph, therefore, becomes the trigger to see how easily our 

rationality could collapse and dive into the irrational thought as suggested by Sigmund Freud in 

his article “The Uncanny”.166 Photography resides and haunts in the grey area between the reality 

we are accustomed to and the fantastic, and because of this distinguished character, it shares the 

affinity with fantastic fictions, which Jeff Wall makes very clear in his cinematography works, 

and even goes on to be discussed in the interview with Jean-Francois Chevrier.  

                                                
164 Roland Barthes, trans., Richard Howard, Camera Lucida, Vintage, 2000, P.95 
165 Roland Barthes, trans., Richard Howard, Camera Lucida, Vintage, 2000, P.96 
166 Sigmund Freud, The Uncanny, New York: Penguin Press, 2003,  P.57 
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When Jeff Wall says ‘mistaken identity’ in the interview, he mentions that our reality is easily 

connected with phantoms, symbolic figures, and mystery. “I agree that apparently actual, 

everyday figures like the hotel maid, might also have a sort of spectral other identity.167” The 

reality we sense is actually twisted with the fantastic elements. Our imagination or hallucination 

is the true perception of the external world. Despite the fact that Andre Bazin is generally 

considered as the proponent of realism and his ‘Ontology’ article is the theoretical foundation of 

the concept of realism, the reality Bazin describes is divergent from what we accustomed. As 

commented by Chevrier in his essay “The Reality of Hallucination in Andre Bazin,” Bazin 

notices that the surrealists’ preference for photography over painting resides in photography’s 

capacity to provide a credible monster:   

 

For him (the surrealist), the logical distinction between what is imaginary and what is real 

tends to disappear. Every image is to be seen as an object and every object as an image. 

Hence photography ranks high in the order of surrealist creativity because it produces an 

image that is reality of nature, namely, a hallucination that is also a fact.168  

 

The surrealists used hallucination to make a stand against the state of things and the ‘realist’ 

definition, which is basically the everyday world we live in. Here, Bazin uses the same word 

“hallucination” in the end of his “Ontology” article. According to him, this coincidence can not 

only be acknowledged that the distinction between the real and the imaginary is vanished, but 

                                                
167 “At Home or Elsewhere: A Dialogue between Jeff Wall and Jean-Francois Chevrier, ”in Jeff Wall: Selected 
Essays and Interview, NY: The Museum of Modern Art, 2007, P. 280 
168 Andre bazin, “The Ontology of Photographic Image,” in What is Cinema? selected and trans., Hugh Gray, Univ. 
California Press, 2004, P.15 
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more importantly, that hallucination is the true perception to our world.169 Therefore, for Bazin 

and as for the surrealists, photographic realism must include hallucination, and provides an 

experience that precedes the distinction between true and false.   

   

Photographic index does fix a real image of reality across time, but “the very reality of the index 

creates uncertainty.170” These few words from Laura Mulvey are probably the best remark on the 

index. As Mulvey explains, every factual raw material generates a sense of uncertainty due to its 

interpretability. Thus index is a material trace of something that depends for meaning. Its status is 

never settled. But the deeper uncertainty of the index lies in photography’s ability to embalm 

time. The index is more intangible and amorphous as it crosses the boundary between past and 

present, life and death. It shakes our belief in rationality. Like ghost stories, photography evokes 

the ancient belief in supernatural things or superstitious thinking. The dead is always returned, as 

Roland Barthes remarks. The index and the fantastic are overlapping each other in every picture. 

The photographic fantastic arouses from this ambiguity.  

 

                                                
169 Jean-Francois Chevrier, “The Reality of Hallucination in Andre Bazin,” in Opening Bazin, ed., Dudley Andrew, 
Oxford Univ Press, 2011, P.43 
170 Laura Mulvey, Death 24 x a Second: Stillness and the Moving Image, Reaktion Books, 2009, P.10 
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In between Reality and Fiction 

 

The discourse of photographic indexicality started since the art historian Rosalind Krauss 

published her article, “Notes on the Index: Seventies Art in America.” (1977) In this influential 

article, Krauss insists that “Every photograph is the result of a physical imprint transferred by 

light reflection onto a sensitive surface. The photograph is thus a type of icon, or visual likeness, 

which bears an indexical relation to its objects.171” Thus, photography can never separate from 

being an index of reality. This discourse of index has been discussed pervasively and by both its 

supporters and opponents. Whether indexicality is the ontology of photography or whether it 

signifies a photographic realism as Krauss suggests, in the very same moment, Jeff Wall has 

began to question the indexicality by blurring the boundary between fact and fiction in his first 

giant size illuminated transparency, The Destroyed Room (1978). This is also the same quest for 

other post conceptualists, we can see in Sophie Calle’s Suite venitienne (1980) and Double Game 

(1999), or Mike Mandel and Larry Sultan’s Evidence (1977), the border between reality and 

fiction is difficult to distinguish. As if they are questioning what sort of reality they are 

presenting, or how photography is possible to present a reality. Despite that this situation does 

not correspond to Todorov’s definition of the fantastic – a hesitation between reality and 

supernatural, it does put us in a new hesitation between reality and fiction, which we never 

believe would happen in the case of photography before.  

 

In the example of The Destroyed Room, Jeff Wall stages a fantastic scene that makes the viewers 

hesitate from reality to fiction. In the first innocent glimpse, The Destroyed Room is very much 

like a crime scene picture. We see a woman’s bed room has been brutally demolished, her (we do 

                                                
171 Rosalind Krauss, “Notes on the Index, Part 1,” in The Originality of the Avant-Garde and Other Modernist Myths, 
MIT Press, 1999, P. 203 
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not know who is the victim) belongings are in a terrible mess and scattered all over in the room. 

As I have analyzed in my first chapter, these authentic details, such as the high heel which is 

tossed over with its tie unfixed, are the reality effects that make the viewer believe that this scene 

is truly taken from the result of crime, a fearful violence. Wall deliberately plays with the genre 

of forensic picture here. The badly destroyed bed room and the sliced mattress easily make the 

viewers associate Wall’s picture with the crime scene photos they have seen before. It seems that 

The Destroyed Room can be put under the category of the forensic picture, which is the authentic 

proof of crime, and by revealing details that are unseen by the naked eye, it demonstrates the 

trace of an existing violence.    

 

While resembling the language of forensic picture, this picture is not a forensic photo at all. The 

artist puts his viewers in a hesitation between fact and fiction by showing the set-up of this crime 

scene: “Through the door you can see that it’s only a set held up by supports, that this is not a real 

space, this is no-one’s house,” remarks by Jeff Wall.172 Leaving the traces of stage construction 

on purpose has almost become the signature of Wall, which is seen in his later works as well, for 

instance, the spotlight in Vampire’s Picnic or the shovel in The Flooded Grave. The artist 

deliberately wants the viewers to find out the scene in front of them is fictional, thus these 

fictional traces further brings the viewers in an uncomfortable, fantastic hesitation between real 

and fabrication. The determination to blur the border between real and fiction is more obvious in 

Wall’s near documentary photography, or street photography. In his first street photography, 

Mimic, 1982[Fig.3-5], the artist once again plays with the genre in history of photography, but 

adding fictional acts in his works.173   

                                                
172 Jeff Wall’s comment on his exhibition in Tate, 2005 see Tate website: http://www.tate.org.uk/whats-on/tate-
modern/exhibition/jeff-wall/room-guide/jeff-wall-room-1 
173 “Typology, Luminescence, Freedom: Selections from Conversation between Jeff Wall and Els Barents,” in Jeff 
Wall, Jeff Wall: Selected Essays and Interview, NY: The Museum of Modern Art, 2007, P.197 
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In our first glimpse, Mimic represents what we expect to see in street photography. An immediate 

action is captured by the photographer: three people walking on the street of Vancouver, on the 

left a young Asian man in short shirt and a dark gray trouser. On his left side, there is a couple, a 

young man with unkempt hair and a mustache and beard. He is holding the hand of the young 

woman.  The photographer might walk on their right side, with his light-weighted camera, 

without any notice, he captured this micro gesture, or the decisive moment as Henry Cartier-

Bresson puts it for all the street photographers.174 An action when the breaded man tries to mock 

the Asian by the mimicry of his “slanted” eyes with an assaulted finger on the corner of right eye.  

 

Mimic is an attempt to bring cinematography and street photography together. Street photography 

is a genre identified with photographers like Henry Cartier-Bresson or Garry Winogrand. The 

term refers to immediate shots that often focus on small but significant gestures and fleeting, 

accidental encounters between people. The photographer in that case is very much like the 

wanderers of the city street. He mingles with the crowd, goes to parties or plunges into political 

rallies, equipped with lightweight 35mm and shoots what he sees around him. Popularized since 

1950s, street photography has established a specific vocabulary. The immediacy, fleeting 

incidents, and people in the photographs are oftentimes unaware that they’ve been shot.175 It is in 

the works of neo-realists that gave Wall the idea to merge the documentary style of street 

photography with artifice or theatricality within.176 He was impressed by the photographic quality 

of the film, for instance in the work of Sven Nykvist with Bergman, or Michael Ballhaus with 

Fassbinder. Although cinematographers’ works are not considered as photography, they use a 
                                                
174 Michael Fried, “Street Photography Revisited: Jeff Wall, Beat Streuli, Philip-Lorca diCorcia” in Why 
photography matters as art as never before, New Haven : Yale University Press, 2008, P.236 
175 Michael Fried, “Street Photography Revisited: Jeff Wall, Beat Streuli, Philip-Lorca diCorcia” in Why 
photography matters as art as never before, New Haven : Yale University Press, 2008, P.236 
176 Theodora Vischer and Heidi Naef, ed, Jeff Wall: Catalogue Raisonne 1978-2004, Basel and Gottingen, 2005, 
P.154 
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different sort of camera, their photographs(film-stills) are viewed in different ways, yet they are 

nonetheless photographs, with more capacity than any other picture:  

 

“But in the cinema the acceptance of performance, the acceptance that there can be 

blending of the documentary aspect of photography with artifice and performance, 

leads to a breakaway from the limitations of art photography as I had encountered it. 

The new space that opened up for me seemed related to the kinds of things painting 

had accomplished – a fusion of reportage and the imaginary.177” 

 

Wall sees cinematography as a prototype to introduce a form of theater, or artifice, into 

photography, and also opens the door to understand that this theatricality was compatible with the 

documentary style. By doing so, he can reconstruct reportage’s appearance of immediacy, adding 

a sense of depth and scale to the depiction of actual events. Mimic is his first ‘street picture’ made 

with Wall’s characteristic cinematography. The scene was staged, the actions were performed by 

amateur actors, but Wall still presents a fleeting but significant action: the young man is pulling 

his eyelid to mimic the Oriental eye. The gesture was posted very quick that no one in this picture 

might see it. This decisive moment is specifically named as ‘micro-gesture’ by Jeff Wall; it 

stands for a compulsive and automatic action that derived from the social influence and becomes 

part of the individual unconscious.178 As the artist describes, “I don’t think it (the mimicry) 

accidental; it’s determined by the social totality, but it has to come out individual body. 

Unreflected social action involves a regression of the individual, an accumulating conformism.179”  

 
                                                
177 “At Home or Elsewhere: A Dialogue between Jeff Wall and Jean-Francois Chevrier, ”in Jeff Wall: Selected 
Essays and Interview, NY: The Museum of Modern Art, 2007, P. 280 
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The small and transient gesture is considered as a significant action that represents the social 

environment of Canadian society. Moreover, this small and transient action, this “imitation” 

implies the act of fabrication in this near documentary photography. The fictional element is even 

suggested in the title “Mimic.” The imitation of the Asian man’s slanted eye metaphorically 

indicates of Wall’s mimicry to the street photography. This scene is not taken from reality, but an 

action of art. As Wall comments, “It (the mimicry) is so economical that it has an artistic quality. 

This is related to the title of the picture, because mimesis is the root of art.180”   

 

It seems that by questioning the index, photography gains its artistic freedom. In cinematography, 

Jeff Wall finds the flexibility of photography practices. Documentary style, the function of 

recording is compatible with the fictional mode, and thus the photographer can tell a more 

complete and strong story in his picture. What Wall makes clear in his cinematography is a sign 

that the artist is moving beyond the traditional realm of photography: documentary, and attempts 

to expand the capacity of photography and to make this medium more flexible.181  

 

This situation is also taken place in Sophie Calle’s Suite vénitienne[Fig.3-5]182 and Double Game. 

In Suite vénitienne, Calle decides to follow an unknown man she randomly encountered in the 

street of Paris and then trace him even to Venice:  

 

                                                
180 “Typology, Luminescence, Freedom: Selections from Conversation between Jeff Wall and Els Barents,” in Jeff 
Wall, Jeff Wall: Selected Essays and Interview, NY: The Museum of Modern Art, 2007, P.197 
181 “Arielle Pelenc in Correspondence with Jeff Wall”, in Jeff Wall: Selected Essays and Interview, NY: The 
Museum of Modern Art, 2007, P.252 
182Suite Vénitienne and Vic Acconci’s Following Piece are seen as the examples of new trend of photography 
making since the 1960s as suggested by Margaret Iversen. As Iverson explains, performative photography tracks and 
records a contemporary event. Thus, performative photography represents a photographic practice that is an 
instruction makes something happen rather than describing a given state of affairs. Photography is no longer “that-
has-been,” but tracing a future, improvising event. See Margaret Iversen, “Auto-maticity: Ruscha and Performative 
photoraphy”, in Diarmuid Costello and Margaret Iversen ed., Photography After Conceptual Art, Chichester ; 
Malden, MA : Wiley-Blackwell, 2010, P.15 and “Following Piece”, in Photography Theory, James Elkins, ed., 
Routledge, 2007, P.93  
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“At the end of January 1980, on the streets of Paris, I followed a man whom I lost sight of a 

few minutes later in the crowd. That very evening, quit by chance, he was introduced to me 

at an opening. During the course of our conversation, he told me he was planning an 

imminent trip to Venice. So I decided to follow him.183”  

 

As mentioned by Margaret Iversen, in her article “Following Piece” and “Auto-maticity: Ruscha 

and Performative photography”, Sophie Calle subverts the photographic index, which refers to an 

existed fact to a improvised, unpredictable event. Photography no longer points to the past, as a 

“that-has-been”, but to the future.184  

 

While pressing beyond the issue of performative photography, this shift once again put Calle’s 

photography work in between reality and fiction. Suite Vénitienne is very much like a suspense 

fiction. The whole project, with pictures and Calle’s fiction-like narrative, provides us with a 

story: a woman chasing an unknown man in a labyrinth-like city. The photographs of the man is 

not simply served as the illustration of Calle’s text. On the contrary, the photograph is the lead of 

the story. Without the camera following and the gesture “taken”, there would be no story, and the 

artist and the audience wouldn’t have his traces to form a story. That is to say, photograph 

becomes the indexation of the tale, as Denis Hollier suggests the way photograph works in 

Breton’s Nadja.  

 

“But the real function of photography is not so much, as Breton claims, that of allowing the 

narrator to dispense with tiresome naturalistic ritual of description of settings. It begins 

                                                
183 The artist’s narration in Suite Vénitienne in Sophie Calle, Suite Vénitienne, Seattle: Bay Press, 1988, P.11 
184 Sophie Calle’s work can be defined as performative photography, as Margaret Iversen suggests. See Margaret 
Iversen, “Auto-maticity: Ruscha and Performative photoraphy”, in Diarmuid Costello and Margaret Iversen ed., 
Photography After Conceptual Art, Chichester; Malden, MA: Wiley-Blackwell, 2012, P.15 And “Following Piece”, 
in Photography Theory, James Elkins ed., New York: Routledge, 2007, P.93   
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with the indexation of the tale. It makes it pass from descriptive realism to performative 

one.185”   

 

The performative gestures lead the photographic index away from presenting a fact, but more 

close to the fabricated story plots. The pictures Calle took from the man loses its authenticity and 

gradually merge with the artist’s fantasized script. Facts and fiction are as if the two sides of the 

same coin in Suite Vénitienne.  

 

This indistinguishable scenario is even more apparent in her works such as The Chromatic Diet 

(1997)[Fig.3-6] and Double Game, which Calle collaborates with the novelist Paul Auster. 

During this time, the role of script in her art work is more emphasized through Auster’s fiction, 

Leviathan (1992). In this novel, Auster invented a character named Maria who is based on the 

personality and the artistic experience of Sophie Calle, and further creates new activities for 

her.186 These included a week-long chromatic diet that consisted of eating foods of a single color, 

or making decision based on the letter of the alphabet.187 Calle later put these activities into real 

art works, “in order to bring Maria and myself closer together.188” The fictional figure almost 

becomes real and inseparable from Calle, her life continues through the artists’ actions, while the 

real figure changes into a fiction-like character, the life of Calle is bred or even determined by 

Paul Auster’s words. The ambivalent boundary between fiction and reality has its uncanny and 

supernatural result. Because, no one knows for sure, whether it is through Auster’s words that 

Calle comes to life.    

 

                                                
185 Denial Hoiller, “Surrealist Precipitates: Shadows Don't Cast Shadows,” October, Vol. 69, (Summer, 1994), 
PP.110-132, P.126 
186 Charlotte Cotton, The Photograph as Contemporary Art, New York: Thames & Hudson, 2009. P.23 
187 Sophie Calle, Sophie Calle: m'as-tu vue, Munich ; New York : Prestel, 2003, P.289 
188 Sophie Calle, Sophie Calle: m'as-tu vue, Munich ; New York : Prestel, 2003, P.289 
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Swinging back and forth from a slice of realistic imprint to a fictional stage picture, there is no 

sharp line between these two opposite poles. Therefore, photography has a inseparable double 

face like the fish Roland Barthes mentions in Camera Lucida. The indistinguishable real or 

fictional world in Jeff Wall’s photography, or the confession about how he cannot draw a sharp 

line between prosaic or spectra, is like the double in his Double Self-Portrait. The realistic part 

coexists with the fantastic scenario, two Jeff Wall stand in the same room, each with a vivid 

appearance and face expression. The real and the unreal, the factual and the fictional always 

stands side by side in every photograph.    
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Conclusion 
 

 

 

Here we approach the end of our long journey in the quest for the relation of Jeff Wall’s 

cinematography to the fantastic. The previous chapters can be viewed as three different aspects to 

understand their relation. I began my study with the general definition of the fantastic, then to 

discussing Jeff Wall’s fantastic figures in his illuminated transparencies, and finally ended with 

the discourse of photographic index and the fantastic.  

 

Beginning with the definition of the fantastic, the ambiguous and indecisive storylines in Jeff 

Wall’s cinematography find their best description in Tzvetan Todorov’s interpretation of the 

fantastic – a hesitation between the real and unreal. Wall’s intense interest to literature and his 

narrative tendency help us to associate his photography works with the fantastic fiction, 

particularly in his works after 1991.  His works share the same grammar or method with the 

fantastic literature, and even deliberately makes reference to particular literary works. Like the 

mystery novel writer, Wall provokes the emotional suspense and instability through making 

contrasts in both composition and story content in his cinematography. Moreover, both of them 

try to picture a world residing in between the reality we accustom and a fantastic universe. They 

make the fantastic universe convincing by accumulating the actual details. 

 

Except in the structure or the reader’s reaction, the fantastic fiction and photography also share 

the same character – supernatural figure, such as ghost, vampires, or the living dead. As one of 

the most important elements in fantastic literature, the fantastic figure has long inhabited in 

photography ever since its very beginning. Photography does not only have the capacity to reveal 

the scientific, material reality, but also the immaterial, supernatural world as well. In William 
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Mumler’s spirit photography, and even in Hippolyte Bayard’s Self Portrait as Drowning Man, 

the ghost and the living dead in photography provides us with a world beyond the reality.  

 

While the ghost is constantly haunting photography, even in the contemporary practices, we can 

still see Jeff Wall telling us ghost stories in his narrative photography. Since the year of 1991, the 

fantastic figures officially set their foot in Wall’s photography. From a giant nude woman, a 

group of zombie soldiers in a pit on the Afghan front, and to a circle of vampires, different types 

of spectra are presented. In these series of grotesque works, Wall’s modern spectre always resides 

in a grey area – in a situation between life and death, animate and inanimate, visible and invisible. 

Without the Gothic background, these ghosts are not as remote as we think. They almost become 

part of the member of our society, but unseen or unwilling to see by normal people. Their 

marginalized situation brings them very much like the socially invisible – the minority in our 

community.    

 

Jeff Wall’s spectre does not rupture our perception to reality, but also disturb our 

acknowledgement of photography. From its early invention, photography has been treated as an 

imprint of reality. As an evidence or proof, photographic image has been broadly used in the field 

of science and legal. This idea had been further emphasized in Rosalind Krauss’s influential 

article, “Notes on Index,” who insists on indexicality as the essence of photography and also the 

dominating concept for art in the year of 1970s. Krauss is not the first one that talks about the 

issue between photography and index. It has also been discussed by Andre Bazin and Roland 

Barthe. However, in their concerns, photography is always more than an imprint of reality and 

contains a fantastic aspect as well.              

Photography has a parallel and double life; it presents as the truth claim but at the same time, 

projects an image of death or ghostly double.  
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Bazin believes that the invention of photography signifies the perfection of realism – as a 

substitute for the real. But this desire for realism is generated from the preservation of the dead, 

like the death mask for the Egyptians. While for Barthes, photography was doomed to death. 

Each image is a prediction to a future death. Except the deep association between photography 

and death, the fantastic aspect also lies in the fact that photographic image is able to produce 

inexhausive double. This ghostly double, first mentioned by Balzac, becomes an enchanted 

theme that has been constantly explored by the artists, such as Jeff Wall and the film director, 

Christopher Norlan. In their works, the reproductive character of photography changes into the 

power of the uncanny.             

 

This thesis does not attempt to fully grasp Jeff Wall’s fantastic world or even to predict how it 

would appear in the future, but merely to present a ghostly phenomenon in the contemporary art 

world through Jeff Wall’s fantastic pictures. His works form a deep and profound relationship 

with fantastic literature, which not only signifies a literal turn in photography, but also by “the 

fantastic,” Wall paves a new road for photography practice. No longer confined in the realm of 

documentary or recording, photography becomes a medium that is free for artistic imagination. 

The ghost or spectre created by Wall have loosened up the bound of photography by their 

suggestive glances, and flashing teeth. Rather than being as an authentic record, photography 

now enjoys the same liberality as literature and other fields of art. This time, Jeff Wall’s fantastic 

picture echoes the supernatural stories that are brought to us: 
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“beyond entertainment, beyond curiosity, beyond all the emotions such narratives and legends 

afford, beyond the need to divert, to forgot, or to achieve delightful or terrifying sensations, the 

real goal of the marvelous journey is the total exploration of universal reality.189”    

 

  

 

 
 

                                                
189 Tzvaten Todorov, The Fantastic : a structural approach to a literary genre; translated from the French by 
Richard Howard ; with a foreword by Robert Scholes, N.Y. : Cornell University Press, 1975, P.57 
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[Fig.0-1.] Jeff Wall, The Destroyed Room, 1978, 159x234 cm 

 

[Fig.0-2] Eugéne Delacroix, The Death of Sardanapalus, 1827, oil on canvas, 3.92 × 4.96 m 
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[Fig.0-3] Cindy Sherman, Untitled Film Still #10, 1978, 18.6 x 24 cm 

 

[Fig.0-4.] Jeff Wall, Odradek, Taboriska 8, Prague, 18 July, 1994, 1994, 229x289 cm  
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[Fig.1-1.] Jeff Wall, A Sudden Gust of Wind (after Hokusai), 1993, 229x377 cm   

 

 

[Fig.1-2.] Jeff Wall, War Game, 2007, 247x302.6 cm  
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[Fig.1-3.] Jeff Wall, Dead Troop Talks (A vision after an ambush of a Red Army Patrol, near 

Moqor, Afghanistan, winter 1986), 1992, 229x417 cm 

 

[Fig.1-4.] Jeff Wall, The Vampire’s Picnic, 1991, 229x335 cm 
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[Fig.1-5.] Jeff Wall, The House Keeping, 1996, 192x258 cm 

 

[Fig.1-6.] Jeff Wall, The Woman and Her doctor, 1980-1981, 100.5x155.5 cm 

 

[Fig.1-7.] Jeff Wall, The Double Self-Portrait, 1979, 172x229 cm 
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[Fig.1-8.] Jeff Wall, The Thinker, 1986, 211x229 cm 

 

[Fig.1-9.] Jeff Wall, Landscape Manual, 1969-1970 
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[Fig.1-10.] Jeff Wall, Boy Falls from Tree, 2010, 234.1x313.6 cm 

 

[Fig.1-11.] Jeff Wall, Milk, 1984, 187x229 cm 
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[Fig.1-12.] Jeff Wall, Insomnia, 1994, 172x213.5 cm 

 

[Fig.1-13.] Jeff Wall, The Flooded Grave, 1998-2000, 228.5x282 cm 
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Chapter Two 

 

[Fig. 2-1] Jeff Wall, After “Invisible Man” by Ralph Ellison, the Prologue, 1999-2000, 

Transparency in lightbox, 174.4x250.5 cm 

 

[Fig. 2-2] Cartoon in Harper’s weekly (May 8, 1869) 



 

   115 
 

 

[Fig. 2-3] Mary Todd Lincoln with the spirit of Abraham Lincoln 

 

[Fig. 2-4] Hippolyte Bayard’s Self-portrait as a Drowning Man, 1840 
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[Fig. 2-5] Louis Daguerre, Boulevard du Temple, 1838-39 

 

[Fig. 2-6] Dan Graham,  Alternation to a Suburban House, 1978, wood, plexiglass, 11x43x48 

inches.   



 

   117 
 

 

[Fig. 2-7] Jeff Wall, Morning Cleaning, Mies van der Rohe Foundation, Barcelona,1999, 

Transparency in lightbox, 187x351 cm 

 

[Fig. 2-8] Mies van der Rohe, Barcelona Pavilion, 1928-29  
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[Fig. 2-9] Georg Kolbe, Dawn,  

 

[Fig. 2-10] Jeff Wall, The Stumbling Block, 1991, Transparency in lightbox, 229x337.5 cm 



 

   119 
 

 

[Fig. 2-11] The Giant, 1992, Transparency in lightbox, 39x48 cm  

 

[Fig. 2-12] A Ventriloquist at a Birthday Party in October 1947, 1990, Transparency in lightbox, 

229x352.5 cm  
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[Fig. 2-13] Jeff Wall, The Storyteller, 1991, Transparency in lightbox, 229x437 cm 
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Chapter Three 

 

[Fig. 3-1] Jeff Wall, Double Self-portrait, 1979, Transparency in lightbox, 172x229 cm 

[Fig. 3-2] Christopher Nolan, Prestige, 2006 

 

[Fig. 3-3] Lucio Pozzi, P.S.1. Paint, 1976, Acrylic on wood panel.  
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[Fig. 3-4] Jeff Wall, Mimic, 1982, Transparency in lightbox, 198x228.5 cm 
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[Fig. 3-5] Sophie Calle, Suite vénitienne, 1980  
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[Fig. 3-6] Sophie Calle, The Chromatic Diet, 1988 


