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Although digital photography is a convenient and popular way to capture images, the final product does not contain the magic and integrity of a traditional film print.  Digital prints do not have the same texture and depth that film prints do.  With film photography, the many steps that take place from the human eye to the final print are the essence of what makes photography a fine art.  The countless darkroom variables of chemical mixtures and temperatures, light exposure, emersion time, and even the subtle way the printer agitates the chemical baths affect each print, and in turn makes each print an original.  


The idea of photography existed long before the camera was invented.  A primary role of visual arts originated in the desire to create a likeness of something or someone that was deemed worth commemorating.   The camera was born from the merging worlds of science and art.  The first “camera” idea, the camera obscura was a tool used by artists as a means of finding a new perspective to aid in the creation of drawings and paintings.  It provided a new approach for composing space and observing light.  The camera obscura was the prototype of the photographic camera.  It was a large dark room that an artist physically entered.  Light entered through a small hole in one of the walls and projected a distinct, but inverted, color image onto the opposite wall that could then be traced.  (Hirsch, 4)  Slowly, with much resistance the mere tool become an art of its own.   In 1822, Louis Jacques Mande Daguerre opened his first 350-seat diorama.  In his circular theaters reality was bent, shifted, and questioned by floating images and projections.  The general public did not have the scientific knowledge to decipher what happenings were real and what were not.  The beautiful phantasmagoria was a new visual thinking that altered cultural constructs and perception while retraining public expectations of how the world was represented.  Last October there was an exhibition at the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York, The Perfect Medium: Photography and the Occult.  It was a collection of 120 works, from 1860 through World War II, that were devoted to the historical intersections between photography and the once wildly popular interest in spiritualism.  Spiritualism was founded on the belief that the human spirit exists beyond the body and that the sprits of the dead can and do communicate with the living.  This collection of photography explored the different roles photography played in its encounters with the occult.  An example of one of photographs included in the exhibit was a photo by William H. Mumler.  It is a portrait of Mary Todd Lincoln, who appears with the spirit of her martyred husband, President Abraham Lincoln, hovering just behind her, hands reassuringly on her shoulder. (Metropolitan Museum of Art, Special Exhibitions)   There were also photographs of “séances” where people would really believe they were seeing ghosts, experiencing the supernatural, and taking a true glimpse to a side of reality they had never seen.  Little did they know this reality was merely that of the “science of capturing light”.  In this realm, ignorance of the science of photography and a skewed sense of reality held a beauty, purity, a romance with the unknown.  This innocence is lost through learning and discovery.  The further we go with photographic technology, the more we lose the naivety that would allow us to consider these sorts of romantic notions of the unseen and unknown.  We will never be able to revert back to this simplistic yet exciting view.   

 In the 1960’s digital photography was born with new technology of NASA.  NASA stopped using analog signals and started using digital signals with their space probes to map the surface of the moon.  Advancements were also being made to computers at this time.   NASA used computers to enhance the images that the space probes were sending.  Digital imaging also had another government use at the time that being spy satellites.  Government use of digital technology helped advance the science of digital imaging, however, the private sector also made considerable contributions. Texas Instruments patented a film-less electronic camera in 1972.  In August 1981, Sony released the Sony Mavica electronic still camera. Images were recorded onto a mini disc and then put into a video reader that was connected to a television monitor or color printer. The early Mavica is not considered a true digital camera, but it did start the digital camera revolution.   In 1986, Kodak scientists invented the world's first megapixel sensor, capable of recording 1.4 million pixels that could produce a 5x7-inch digital photo-quality print. From here the list goes on and on.  Canon, Nikon, Pentax, Sony, every camera maker began to create and modify digital cameras.  Present day digital cameras can be used to capture images from the world electronically on disk, bypassing the photochemical process. 

My argument is not that digital photography should not exist.  As a photographer I use it frequently with the commercial work I do.  It has its place as a tool in the commercial world.  I do not have to spend money on film, I only print the images I want to, and I can give clients the jpg images on disk or send images by email.   Yet when it comes to my personal work, things I consider to be for pleasure rather than work, I still prefer film.   I have worked closely with the latest in digital technology over the last five years, including cameras and software.  I have made a mission of trying to capture, edit, and print digital images that have the same look, texture, and depth of my dark room prints.  I have been trying to create a digital print that can be mistaken for a medium format, black and white print, printed full frame in the dark room.  This would simply mean the image may be shoot at lower exposure, cropped to be square instead of rectangle, and has a 3-d black border that is would have been created by light shining through the edges of the film in the darkroom.  Although I am getting closer and closer to that look, the digital prints do not have the same feel the dark room prints do.  They are too clear, too perfect.  They are missing the grain and the texture of a film print.  This is where the major difference in the two mediums lies.  The digital print is more like what we see in reality with our eyes.  The film print on the other hand has a circular grain to it, something that intrigues the eye with it’s divergence from reality.  This may be something only a trained eye can see and be able to verbalize the difference.   I think it is something that can be felt by the viewer whether they know how to articulate the distinction or not.   In Art in the Age of Reproduction, Walter Benjamin writes “that which withers in the age of mechanical reproduction is the aura of the work of art”.  He explains aura as the unique phenomenon of a distance.  If “you follow with your eyes a mountain range on the horizon or a branch which casts its shadow over you, you experience the aura of those mountains, of that branch”.  He states that it is desire of contemporary masses to bring things "closer" spatially and humanly.  By prying an object from its shell the aura is destroyed.   With film photography at least there is still the tradition of the darkroom process involved.  With a negative there many not ever be a defined original, but at least through the process of darkroom printing every print is a hand printed one of a kind.
If we look at the settings in which the two types of prints are created these ideas of aura and tradition carry over.  Printing from a negative in the darkroom brings the photographer into an ethereal setting.  The lights are off, except for a dim red safelight.  A dexterity and slowness is required for printing in the darkroom.  The printer has to slow down from the usual rapid tempo of the world.  There is no way to cut the amount of time it takes to make a print.  After the chemicals are measured, mixed, and set out the printer works at an enlarger.  Through the enlarger, light is projected through a negative onto silver based paper.  The paper is then placed in a progression of chemicals.  On the white paper an image slowly materializes while the printer moves it through the developer.  The printer agitates the paper through each chemical for a given amount of time and then puts it to be washed in a bath of water.  The variables in the darkroom are endless.  The temperature of the chemicals, the amount of light the paper has been exposed to, the strength of the chemicals changing through use, the movements of the printer while burning and dodging, the focus of the enlarger, the placement paper on the easel, the height of the enlarger, and the age of the paper used for printing are just a few.   Printing in the darkroom is an almost meditative process.  Given the lighting and innumerable variables, it is one that can not be replicated in front of a computer screen.  It is one that makes it necessary to move at an unhurried pace under a dim red light. It brings one into an atmosphere where reality is diffused and the printer is the capturer and manipulator of light.  

With digital photography on the other hand, the photographer takes camera and plugs it into a computer, transfers the file, and the picture appears on the screen.  The image can be edited by various software or printed directly as it is seen.  The photographer goes to the file menu and selects print.  A digital image is then printed.  If aura is contained in the tradition of art I would say that there is something missing here.  It is the uniqueness of each individual print.  Unlike the darkroom print with infinite variables, identical multiple images can be printed from one digital file.  In this reproduction is taken to a new level, a computer replaces the hand of man in the developing and printing process, and something is irretrievably lost. 
Not only is the environment in which film and digital prints are made distinctly different, so to is the print itself.  There is a basic distinction between the continuous gradations of the analog image (film photography) and the disconnected steps of the digital image (square pixels).  These generate differences in the processes of enlargement and reproduction.  Photographs have continuous spatial and tonal variations that contain an indeterminate amount of information that can be indefinitely enlarged to reveal greater detail.(Savedoff, 210)  The digital image on the other hand contains a fixed amount of information; enlargement beyond the point where they reveal their component grids can yield no new data, just jagged square pixels.  
In a world where the old must blend with the new, there will always be the resistors, the traditionalists, those who cling to the old ways of doing things.  The painters of the 1800’s did not want to accept photography as an art form.  It was almost like it was cheating.  How can we give merit to something that takes so much less time and effort?  They were right.  Photography did not replace painting, drawing, or sculpture.  It became its own medium and allowed the others to explore new abstract realms of expressionism and move away from the constant desire to reproduce reality.  Digital photography is fine as a separate medium from film photography.  Yet, when it comes to something I call fine art, or when it comes to my personal work, I still prefer the contact with the light, the silver, the darkness, the liquids, and the finished print.  Pieces of the excitement that filled the rooms in the 1800’s during the séances and investigations of spiritualism can still be felt in the dark room, when the on the silver based white paper slowly and ghostly, in the dim red light, appears an image you have yet to see larger than negative size.  It’s taken time and dexterity to produce this image that looks back and says “how do you like me like this?”  The worth runs deeper and the work becomes more intimate with tasks one must spend more time and attention to detail on.  The finished film print contains a depth and texture that holds the “aura” of the setting and process through which it is created.  The film print still has yet to be replicated through the digital process.  Digital photography still has yet to surpass the multileveled processes and traditional art of film photography.  
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