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THEORY

We live in a visually overstimulated world, and yet most of us—from laypeople 

to media critics—are visually illiterate. The iconic turn proclaimed in the 1990s 

called for a systematic scholarly, and interdisciplinary, analysis of images made 

by humans1—ranging from Stone Age cave paintings to works of fine art since 

Afro-European antiquity, or from the invention of photography to the digitally 

generated visual worlds of today. And yet the relationship to visual information, 

the visual relationships constructed by individuals, including scholars and 

photographers,2 and by global societies at large can at times appear naïve and 

other times overly reverential; it can seem deeply dismissive, uncritically affir-

mative, or skeptically fractured.

This can likely be traced to many factors. Since the institutionalization of 

art history and the emergence of professional literary art criticism in the nine-

teenth century,3 a subtly conveyed sense of exclusivity, an ostensible connois-

seurship, has been bound up with the field of fine arts, possibly producing the 

paradoxical situation in which any sophisticated visual design is perceived as 

the concern of a markedly small elite, a group of initiates. Artistic languages, 

unlike other cultural techniques necessary for social competence such as read-

ing, writing, arithmetic, and even music, are accordingly not counted among 

the foundational skills expected to be comprehensively taught at every level of 

education. Even in the field of contemporary art, which can be deliberately dil-

ettantish in form—meaning it essentially aims for a low threshold of cultural 

competence in order to be accessible—aspects of the work that are avowedly 

visual, or immediately tangible to the senses, are often obstructed or even hin-

dered by a discursive superstructure.4

If the theoretical discourse current in any given moment—rather than the 

craft, the making, the experience, and the transformative representation of 

 visible things in themselves—forms the foundation of artistic productions and 
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their interpretations, then, succinctly put, the creation and interpretation, the 

conveyance of the visual finds itself shifted into the realm of the literary, that 

is to say, into a scholarly language bound to the codes of a specific discipline.5 

In this case, the basics of visual literacy, its transformative skills, become 

unteachable, since they largely cease to function as criteria for critically appre-

ciating and interpreting the artistic production of images, including those made 

by amateurs.6

What is even more perplexing is the fact that technical image production, 

from photography and film to digitally generated images, likewise remains 

unaddressed in education. Where are the schools that teach the ABCs of photo-

graphic knowledge and the inherent possibilities or limitations of media, or 

that offer an overview of media history? They are few and far between—and 

when media literacy is taught as a skill, then only in upper grades or in special-

ized academic programs such as visual communication, visual studies, museol-

ogy, or art history.7

This is extremely surprising, given that the history of photography began 

with two grand, albeit still ultimately unfulfilled, promises. First, the photo-

graphic apparatus promised to enable anyone to accurately reproduce visual 

reality, without the need for prolonged artistic training; and second, the images 

it created through light claimed to be objective, that is to say, truthful and 

unburdened by subjective or individualistic distortions or alterations. Both 

promised to make image production—in the future in which we now live—

independent and universalistic: to free it from artisanal creativity, expertise, 

imagination, and dilettantish subjectivity, and from the arbitrary whims of 

interpretation; to make it equally legible and understandable anywhere in the 

world and by everyone. The introduction in 1888 of the first affordable box cam-

era, the Kodak No. 1, appeared to have accomplished this utopia, the democra-

tization of image production. If we are to believe the marketing campaigns of 

the time, from that moment on, anyone would now be able to reproduce the 

visible world, or even (human) vision itself, without any special technical train-

ing; no longer would it be necessary to cede the visual mode of appropriating 

the world to specialists, artists, or scientists. The act of snapping a photograph 

appeared to unexpectedly realize the idea of the authentic, genuine, original 

image—ignoring, of course, the fact that developing photographs was entirely 

the province of a new industry. It appeared to make possible the ultimate secu-

larization of the “vera icon.”8

As we know today—or at least we think we know—this was a misconcep-

tion, even a chimera. And no matter how knowledgeable or informed we have 

become, the promise remains compelling—of an unbiased, unadulterated, 
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 honest view of the world; of a view that would at once afford deeper insight. And 

that this could be possible for everyone. This notion is perhaps the only way to 

explain the success of smartphones and their integrated cameras. We feed 

social media, the internet, our clouds, the cosmos with images, firmly believing 

and claiming that they represent something which existed precisely as it 

appeared before the camera’s eye. Yet we barely understand the region-specific 

settings of our apps, let alone reflect on what we are doing when we pluck a 

moment from its temporal, social, natural context and place it into another one, 

often imaginary—into a virtual world, as we call it today. Perhaps this is because 

we lack a fundamental understanding of how images come to be? Because we 

have such little knowledge of the materials, skills, or mechanisms enabling 

their realization—and even less so of their social and ideological effects? Or 

perhaps it is because we exploit the cover of a machine-generated re-production, 

governed accordingly by an instrumental logic, to superimpose an ideal, “cor-

rect,” world atop a reality that is obviously incomplete?

Such ignorance has consequences; notably, it is shaping the ongoing debates 

around DALL-E and other image generators based on artificial intelligence. And 

the argumentative incapacity it engenders—not only on the part of amateurs, 

but among cultural journalists and image editors, too—is remarkable in the face 

of an ostensibly “enhanced intelligence” that claims to replicate images, illus-

trations, and art in any conceivable fashion, comparable to the abilities of 

human imagination.9 Yet this technological approach to image creation has 

largely failed to surpass a certain, base level of formal mediocrity; there seems 

to be no measure for its substance, which may be linked to a deficiency in visual 

education and critical judgment among both the developers and the “consum-

ers” of this technology: we now struggle to see clearly; we uncritically or over-

critically reconstruct its visual narratives.

We seem to be heading fully unprepared, to put it pessimistically, toward a 

scenario that Oliver Wendell Holmes, a physician, writer, photographer, and 

phototheorist, ironically predicted back in 1859:

“Form is henceforth divorced from matter. In fact, matter as a visible object is 

of no great use any longer, except as a mold on which form is shaped. Give 

us a few negatives of a thing worth seeing, taken from different points of 

view, and that is all we want of it. Pull it down or burn it up, if you please. 

We must, perhaps, sacrifice some luxury in the loss of color; […] There is but 

one Coliseum [sic] or Pantheon; but how many millions of potential nega-

tives have they shed,—representatives of billions of pictures,— [sic] since 

they were erected! Matter in large masses must always be fixed and dear; 
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form is cheap and transportable. We have got the fruit of creation now, and 

need not trouble ourselves with the core. Every conceivable object of Nature 

and Art will soon scale off its surface for us. Men will hunt all curious, 

beautiful, grand objects, as they hunt the cattle in South America, for the 

skins, and leave the carcasses as of little worth.”10

Since 1859, the number of images that have been created—photographically, 

artistically, digitally—has surely gone beyond mere billions toward a googol 

(10100).11 These are images of minerals, plants, animals, artifacts, fantasies … and 

of course, of human beings. In the words of Holmes: they are strippings taken 

from visible surfaces, preserved and archived for eternity, or rather: for per-

petual consumption, while the origins—the products of culture and the vitality 

of the world—have long since vanished. This certainly means that we nowadays 

encounter surrogates rather than realities, which may occupy little physical 

space but indelibly shape our imaginations. The acknowledgment of this fact, 

combined with the thesis articulated by Walter Benjamin in the 1930s, that 

mechanical reproduction annihilates the “aura” not only of artworks but of all 

originals,12 might lead to profound exhaustion or to a furious iconoclasm—but 

this is not what is happening. What remains is a sheer inscrutable fascination: 

the sudden immediacy and potency of every depiction, every imagined form, 

every artwork, and every photograph.13

It thus seems all the more urgent to foster multiperspectival literacy in the 

realms of visual production, utilization, interpretation, and so forth. To be pre-

cise, what is needed is competence in seeing—in the physiological process that 

we primarily use to perceive the world, to form an “image of reality.” The fact 

that we must develop any visual impression first in the darkroom of our mind, 

in order to create an image of reality, presupposes fundamentally abstract 

learning and cognitive processes. Otherwise, we could hardly grasp, let alone 

name, what we see: we would be lost in the very visibility of the world, lacking 

any point of orientation—an astonishing, even shocking state, given that as ani-

mals we are habituated, indeed dependent, on reacting instinctively and imme-

diately to sensory stimuli, and especially to changes in our field of vision, as 

every person who moves in traffic knows well.

So how can we respond to the perplexing and overwhelming deluge of 

images that exists beside, within, and above the things of the world, without 

succumbing to iconolatry? Certainly not with ignorance or by refusing to look 

with care.14
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PRACTICE

We might learn to see, to gain well-founded insight. We could practice, from our 

first years at school or even as small children at home, nuanced modes of vision; 

to scrutinize the natural conditions of our visual apparatus;15 to discuss, early 

on, the relationship between images and reality, be it subjective or objective. 

We could learn to reveal the historicity of the visual worlds which we encounter, 

as well as the contingency of our own gaze; we could read texts on visual theory 

since the time when literature, or writing itself, made claims to capture the 

world. And yet we would still find ourselves exposed, even unprepared, vis-à-

vis the sudden immediacy of images from the past, and especially those being 

constantly created, published, and manipulated in our present day. Layers of 

truth and reality, of a present that is both visible and seen, multiply and overlap 

here, at once mysterious and banal.

Or we could “simply” create images ourselves while immediately explaining 

what, how, why, and to what ends we do so. We would then be agents in the 

process not only of creating one or many images, but also of reflecting on the 

many decisions that determine how our own gaze functions—from choosing a 

perspective to snapping a shot and choosing a form of publication. This would 

also mean reflecting on how we ourselves structure and direct the gazes, feel-

ings, and thoughts of others, of voyeurs, viewers, and “users.” We could also 

write about photographs made by others, in ways that are both subjective and 

critically informed.16 Or we could venture, in a conceptual way, to take stock of 

all these ideas, these improvised suggestions—and ultimately, then, to take 

responsibility, to give an account of ourselves: of our view, of the scope of what 

we see, of what has been imprinted on our retinas, of what we would like to 

communicate among our more intimate circles or share with the broader public. 

I suspect that the photographers Sabina R. Korfmann-Bodenmann and 

 Kenneth C. Korfmann, partners in life and art, have been doing exactly this 

since 2019 in a long-term project that might conclude only in death—this is a 

project to achieve clarity and power over their “own gaze” and thus their own 

viewpoint or horizon of perception. Eschewing restrictions on form or content, 

they set out with cameras on expeditions to explore visibility, journeys toward 

the surfaces of their surroundings, near and far, and thus also into the depths 

of their individual perception. And yet they do so with the knowledge that their 

personal realm of imagination, learned and practiced over time, the subjective 

biases which are so deeply rooted in their own ways of experiencing the world, 

will be reflected in the images they bring back from their voyages of study and 

adventure. It is these images that they archive, cooperatively consider, and 
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invite others to discuss, under the heading Through Different Lenses: “We con-

cluded that our photography was an effort to understand the consequences of 

individuality.”17

The couple defined several parameters for arriving at “images” that make it 

possible to compare individual worldviews as they are captured in photographs: 

the location and timeframe of the shots should be identical; it is always the 

complete, uncropped, and unmanipulated photograph that is printed. The art-

ists give no specification as to which camera should be used, or whether the 

photographs are to be black and white or in color. They neither seek out nor 

favor innovative photographic perspectives, nor prescribe any taboos—be it in 

terms of visual frameworks or templates published by other photographers, or 

to avoid repeating motifs from the history of art and photography (whether 

intentionally or coincidentally). The portfolios present not individual images 

but series of photographs, in each case with a note that is more or less concise, 

though always personal. The same structure is employed for each portfolio: 

Kenneth’s shots appear first, followed by Sabina’s. Kenneth and Sabina work 

together in selecting the shots to be included, while each of them individually 

determines the dramaturgy of the sequences in their own part. And while the 

titles of the portfolios are assigned in advance, the headings—such as Joie de 

vivre, Suburbia, Borderlines, or Solitude—are in a certain sense more like evoca-

tive rubrics than leitmotifs that would define and delimit what they contain. 

This also means that individual photographs created in the course of a certain 

inquiry, as part of a photo campaign guided by one particular idea, can very well 

migrate into another portfolio with a different frame of reference.

These guidelines, in essence an extremely variable framework in which 

“anything” could happen, set the stage for work that is done individually, for 

capturing photographs, or rather retinal reflections, on journeys into the world. 

Visibility itself, what is seen, is seldom what is shown. Exceptions prove the 

rule: In Decadentia, Sabina uses a picture-in-picture montage to interpose two 

visual realities, the sacred and the profane. Both Kenneth and Sabina are aware 

that they are applying psychosocial patterns of behavior or responding to ways 

in which they have been socioculturally imprinted, not least because of their 

life experience, which has been stored and internalized as visual experience; 

their approach may be distanced in documentary-fashion or aesthetically for-

malized, or follow any number of other models.18 Or to translate this into 

another picture: Kenneth uses a visual language anchored in rational thinking, 

aimed at achieving a situational overview; Sabina visualizes what she encoun-

ters in ways that are associative and poetic, to generate a thick view of a given 

moment. What remains crucial is that we not see nostalgic or escapist explora-
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tions of the self, but images that testify of transgressions: with every image, 

every portfolio, Sabina and Kenneth probe their inner view of the world.

Since both photographers prefer to capture what people have made (archi-

tecture, urban landscapes, interiors, etc.) rather than people themselves, the 

“decisive moment” plays no role here—aside from conditions of light or weather. 

Their photographs do not emerge from patient waiting or instantaneous reac-

tions, but through a consciously taken pause during a stroll, a moment of still-

ness amid the movement of a searching eye, where a potential composition 

becomes visible.19 Sabina and Kenneth are not reporters with an intent to docu-

ment current events; they approach their work as essayists, carefully deliberat-

ing over each word, each piece of grammatical and lexical significance, some-

times reinterpreting what they encounter—so that their own way of seeing, 

their assessment of what is visible, can be articulated, even if just in outline. 

They engage in this endeavor to discuss—among themselves and with us, the 

viewers and interpreters of their portfolios—the criteria for appropriating the 

world.

This conversation between the two, far from being mere small talk, revolves 

around discoveries—about the medium of photography, about proximity and 

distance, about historical and cultural convictions or entanglements, and about 

themselves, particularly their own, individual gaze. Sabina and Kenneth here 

adapt a form of the Socratic method to their needs, where roles of teacher and 

student, educator and educated, are fluidly exchanged—and at times, the cam-

era, the imaging device, turns into a discreet interlocutor, the true philosopher, 

because it captures and preserves details that typically elude human observa-

tion.20 The development of one’s own gaze is thus continuously tested, some-

times questioned, sometimes affirmed—and crucially, it is expanded and 

re defined through continuous discourse, as seeing is inherently a process of 

learning. 

We see in the portfolios—in their realized combinations of image and word, 

in their meticulously arranged presentations—not pedagogical applications or 

didactic admonitions from a campaign for visual literacy; instead, we find open 

and “honest” reflections or preliminary findings from the photographers’ 

inquiry into those human, visually driven processes of individualization whose 

social, cultural, and political implications are suggested in the passage, quoted 

above, from the preface to their own project. Beyond this, I see a sense of sad-

ness and concern—a melancholy.21
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AN EXPERIMENTAL APPROACH TO INACCESSIBILITY

This investigation, in which two people apprehend and perceive the world 

through different lenses, centers on visual and philosophical inaccessibility—

on precisely what the mechanical apparatus denies: namely, the impossibility 

of creating an image of reality that is valid and independent of our will to know, 

be it drawn, painted, or photographed. Even though reality objectively exists 

without us, we cannot view it objectively—especially not when we duplicate it, 

or rather give it concrete form, with tools that seem to be extensions, that is to 

say, externalizations, of our sensory organs and powers of signification.22 

This is why Kenneth and Sabina refrain from serving us a coherent story  

of the places and moments they seek out, something ready to be enjoyed as a 

coffee-table book. They do not transform us into consumers of artifacts but 

motivate us to move through their complexly structured labyrinth of percep-

tion, which encompasses more than sixteen “branches,” to activate our own 

visual and cognitive apparatus and participate in their dialogue: they thematize 

the mechanical apparatus as a visual aid. In viewing and reading the portfolios, 

which for me are notebooks of memory, our vision becomes part of their exper-

iment. We are the missing link: our inner eye—the term I would apply here to 

the intellectual and emotional space of imagination developed in each brain, 

in each nervous system—picks up Ariadne’s thread, complements the visual 

narratives of the two photographers, without ever being able or even wanting 

to bring them to a close.

And we learn that the retina admits of neither right nor wrong, neither old 

nor new, of nothing absolute—that it registers variations, nuances, depending 

on the perspective, standpoint, or frame. Beautiful images do not necessarily 

show beauty; true images hardly convey truth; good images need not be inven-

tive—too complex is the fabric of experience, knowledge, memory, and explana-

tion that alternately settles upon any immediacy, seemingly veiling every pros-

pect and insight behind a framework constructed of technology and words.23

This is proven by Sabina and Kenneth Korfmann’s photographic explora-

tions. The photographs in their “notebooks” instead make visible intensities, 

apparent condensations of sensory perceptions, captured in formally balanced 

and precise visual traces that we follow—though never with the intention of 

reconstructing a predetermined story, foreign to us, but with the will to con-

struct a different aesthetic narrative: that of communicating vessels.24 It is then 

that we see both realities and images as vessels for communication—which can 

be pictorial, verbal, or exclusively impulsive, dreamlike, and dance-like, and 

which transcends our mostly unreflected conditioning. Images and words 
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 capture nothing but themselves—if anything, they articulate transitions. In 

their substantial inaccessibility, which we must first accept and then transcend, 

they open several paths to a comprehensive perception of what we as humans 

might know, experience, and communicate through our senses and our minds, 

if we so wish. By constantly provoking a discussion of images, Sabina and 

 Kenneth Korfmann invite us to apply reality, photography, and seeing itself in 

a new way, entirely in the spirit of director Wim Wenders: “There are so many 

different ways to see the world, yet most people pass over the opportunities that 

seeing presents, preferring instead to have somehow constructed a manner of 

seeing that is all their own.”25 The Korfmanns’ portfolios dismantle this con-

struction—and we enjoy, we attempt, an open, unobstructed gaze. 
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