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ABSTRACT: This paper explores photorealistic AI-generated images as devices 

for experimentation with documentary realism. In contrast to deepfakes created 

with the intent to deceive, the AI-generated images addressed in this paper explore 

the latent space of that which didn’t happen. While lens-based photography claimed 

to be a visual record of the past, algorithmically generated, photorealistic images 

seem to ‘document’ events that (may) never (have) occurred. While it is commonly 

known that photographic film has been retouched and manipulated early on, AI-

generated images construct a new type of pseudo-photographic ‘evidence’ tied to 

processes of statistics and speculation, that convey a sense of plausibility. Beyond 

fleeting image discourses taking place in the form of memes, decolonial artistic 

practices as well as memory-related cultural initiatives and forms of therapy have 

recently started to tap into this potential – begging the question: How may we seize 

photorealism’s mnemonic powers in a post-truth era? 

 

1. INTRODUCTION 

„I believe, and so do you, that things could have 

been different in countless ways. [...] I therefore 

believe in the existence of entities that might be 

called ‚ways things could have been‘. I prefer 

to call them ‚possible worlds‘“ [1] 

 

Since text-to-image generators produce endless 

imaging possibilities, it’s no surprise that they 

inspire pictorial speculations. These, however, 

strike a very peculiar chord when not directed 

towards the future, but when exploiting photog-

raphy’s powerful legacy as a visual record of 

the past. As a genre of its own, images of this 

kind differ from deepfakes, fantasy and science-

fiction. While utopias and dystopias imagine 

possible futures, algorithmically generated pho-

torealistic images ‘of the past’ explore the coun-

terfactual – that, which could have been [2].  

 

Interestingly, the visualization of alternative 

pasts exploits AI image generation in a way that 

corresponds to its intrinsic logic. In contrast to 

the ‘decisive moment’ as a crucial factor in 

camera-based photography, AI-generated im-

ages emerge as random outputs 

  
Figure 1: In 2021, this image macro (using a film 

still from the TV show "Danger 5") was posted in the 

Reddit forum ‘dankmemes’. Memes of this type refer 

to the butterfly effect from chaos theory, which states 

that a small change to the past could have massive 

consequences on the present. 

 

from an infinite realm of unrealized images that 

the same prompt could potentially have pro-

duced. In other words: AI-generated images of 

events that never occurred (or events, that may 

have occurred, but remained undocumented) 

correlate with the workings of generative mod-

els, in as much as they explore the ‘latent space’ 

of our reality, if you will [fig. 1].  
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After elaborating on the ‘latent space’ and 

‘counterfactuals’ in AI models from a technical 

perspective and after setting AI-generated 

photorealism apart form previous instances of 

Post-Photography, my paper features a series of 

examples, starting with references to art history 

and contemporary art.  

 

While anolog photography provided historical 

Surrealism with an ideal medium for the 

group’s intended manipulations of the fabric of 

the real [3], artists using AI image generation 

today (such as Phil Toledano in his project 

“Another America”, 2023) can often be seen 

deploying surrealist styles, which unsettle their 

stunningly photorealistic creations.  

 

Recent feminist and decolonial art practices, on 

the other hand (such as Claudia Larcher's “AI 

and the Art of Historical Reinterpretation. 

Filling Gender Bias Gaps”, or Susana Pilar 

Delahante Matienzo's “Achievement”, both 

from 2024), seek to counter historiographic, 

misogynist and colonial violence by creating 

archives of AI-generated images that 

supplement our photographic legacy with 

imagined images of women as leading figures 

in politics, art and philosophy in the mid 20th 

century and of people of colour as reputable 

members of US-american society before the 

Civil War. Projects like these conflate the 

promises of AI-generated photorealism with its 

perils as harbinger of a post-truth era.  

 

My agrumentation moves on to examples from 

the broader cultural field. Initiatives such as a 

refugee project by the Spanish agency Domestic 

Data Streamers seek to transform oral history 

into archivable, pseudo-photographic 

documents by means of text-to-image models. 

Dementia therapy tools like Rememo (by 

Celeste Seah) or Kodak Memory Shot, on the 

other hand, stabilize fleeting memories as AI-

generated ‘polaroids’.  

 

Our photographic legacy is, as it seems, soon to 

compete with AI-generated image archives. But 

even ‘real’ photographs can from now on fall 

prey to AI-generated image animation. 

Applications of this technology are not solely 

playful. While Roland Barthes once worked out 

photography’s indexical qualities meditating on 

his late mother’s lingering presence in his 

family photo albums, Grief Tech brings 

deceised loved ones back to life as images that 

speak to us from the afterlife.  

3. CONCLUSION 

Since image generation models started yielding 

photorealistic results one year ago, we find 

ourselves yet again at a turning point in visual 

culture. Digital signatures and labels (such as 

Meta’s AI Info) will hardly stop the status of 

photography as a truthful document of the past 

from eroding, since the most fundamental 

changes brought about by our new image 

environments affect our perception.  

 

Already now the past, which was once a space 

of alterity, is being eagerly reinterpreted – at the 

risk of short-circuiting everything with current 

clichés and ideologies. But as we sacrifice 

photography for the ‘photograh-ish’, new 

functions may arise. 
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