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Introduction  

Max Pinckers’s photobook ‘Margins of Excess’ is a starting point to explore the 
possibility of documenting reality through photography in a digital world where 
the boundaries of both are becoming increasingly elusive. Some claim that in 
the digital era photographic images are mostly consumed as illusions; this pa-
per is an attempt to understand whether, and eventually to what extent, photo-
graphs can also still inform.


A brief premise on the definitions of documentary and reality is followed by 
three chapters. An analysis of the semantics of ‘Margins of Excess’ - chapter 
one - will be instrumental to reflect on how a photographic document conveys 
information. The second chapter will explore how digital technology has af-
fected the media, and how this has in turn impacted on photographic realism; 
Peter Osborne’s (2010) reflections and Pinckers’s media portrayals will ground 
the discussion. The last section will explore how readers approach photo-
graphs in the digital era. Findings from Leon Festinger (1957), Stephan Lewan-
doswky (2012), Roland Barthes (1977) and Peter Osborne (2010) will be the 
theoretical references.


This discussion is not a treatise on the current state of documentary practice, 
nor does it claim to have a definitive say on the definition of reality – a conun-
drum that effectively started with philosophy, and that still has not found a uni-
vocal answer. That said, it is necessary to at least establish how documentary 
and reality will be framed for the purpose of this dissertation. 


Documentary will be approached based on its broadest and original meaning, 
that is from docere, or teaching in Latin. Documentary photography from now 
on will refer to any practice carried out by documentarians who rely mainly on 
photographs to inform, or teach, other humans about the surrounding world. 


A documentarian’s focus can span any tangible or abstract manifestation that 
could be translated into information for audiences. The totality of such mani-
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festations is the ‘reality’ that matters with regards to the contemporary docu-
mentary practice. Such reality can therefore be a very factual set of elements, 
like those featured in one of David Attenborough’s documentaries, or a more 
ethereal manifestation, like the subjective realities expressed by the individuals 
within ‘Margins of Excess’. 


As along as a piece of information is believed to be correct, such a piece of in-
formation becomes part of the reality, or world view, of any individual who 
trusts it, regardless of its actual veracity.  Documentary is therefore at the same 1

time about reality and is also a reality itself for those who trust it, once again 
regardless of any truth value of its content. The fundamental assumption un-
derlying this discussion is that, on an anthropocentric perspective, documen-
tary, like any other form of information, is both about reality and a reality in itself 
to anyone willing to embrace its content. 


This ambivalence is a crucial aspect of information that has taken on a new 
historical relevance because of digital technology. Nowadays the quantity of 
manifestations we are able to experience directly are systematically outnum-
bered by those we come to know about in a mediated way. This means that a 
big share of our reality, or world view, depends on our capacity to understand 
how someone else mediated a manifestation for us. Documentary practice, the 
media, and digital technologies will be evaluated relative to the way they con-
tribute to shaping people’s realities.


 This idea will be discussed in Chapter 31
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Chapter I: ‘Margins of Excess’  

This chapter will try to explore the question of whether ‘Margins of Excess’ can 
be considered a documentary, that is a form of teaching. Pinckers’s work is of 
particular interest because, in an era when the photograph is considered a 
form of illusion, he counterintuitively resorts to fiction to describe reality. His 
choice is even more interesting in light of the objective and mechanical realism 
that is traditionally associated with the documentary genre in photography. 

A brief introduction to the book will be followed by a semantic analysis of its 
rhetoric. We will scrutinise both textual and iconic messages moving from the 
book-cover to the inside pages.


‘Margins of Excess’ is an original and generous collection of images that re-
volve around six idiosyncratic individuals who were turned into public personas 
through intense and controversial media coverage. Herman Rosenblat (fig.1)  2

became famous for a love tale that ramified back to when he was a prisoner in 
a concentration camp during the Holocaust. He was later labeled as a hoax 
when his story turned out to be a fiction that, as he publicly explained, was true 
in his own imagination. J.J. Armes (fig.2) is a brilliant detective who has often 
been portrayed as a caricatural hero. Darius McCollum (fig.3) is known as a 
train buff but, in fact, has a strong passion and thorough knowledge of the New 
York City transit system. Richard Heene (fig.4) is a high-power-rocket certified 
inventor who mistakenly (according to him) or deliberately (according to others) 
feared having launched his youngest son in one of his prototypes. Rachel 
Doležal (fig.5) is a white Caucasian woman who identifies as black. Ali Alqaisi 
(fig.6) is a former Abu Ghraib detainee who underwent torture and was wrongly 
identified with the iconic picture of the anonymous Abu Ghraib hooded man. 


 Herman Rosenblat is represented by a stand-in because he died before Pinckers created the 2

book.
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Fig.1 M. Pinckers, Portrait of Herman 
Rosenblat, 2016

Fig.3 M. Pinckers, Portrait of Darius 
McCollum, 2016

Fig.5 M. Pinckers, Portrait of Rachel 
Doleźal, 2016

Fig.4 M. Pinckers, Portrait of Richard 
Heene, 2016

Fig.6 M. Pinckers, Portrait of Ali Alqaisi, 
2017

Fig.2 M. Pinckers, Portrait of J.J. 
Armes, 2016
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All of the six protagonists were, under different circumstances and to different 
degrees, exposed as hoaxes by the press because their own subjective realit-
ies were inconsistent with verifiable facts. But, as Pinckers has observed, even 
though “[e]very one of them supposedly deceived someone or lied … they 
didn’t do that to con people or gain something out of it. It was always a very 
personal thing, creating your own world, and making it the way you think it 
should be” (Ponsford, 2018). In the fast-paced and spectacle-driven contem-
porary news cycle there seems to be “a difficulty to write about different kinds 
of truth or the representation of someone’s own fantasies or imagination 
without resorting to accusations or judgments of what is right and 
wrong” (Lachowskyj, 2018). ‘Margins of Excess’ is an attempt to voice the per-
spective of these people and, through Pinckers’s images, to ponder on the 
subjective nature of truth. 


Pinckers’s notion of documentary is crucial to understanding his work. He posi-
tions himself “against the generally accepted belief of what documentary 
stands for, which is usually objective facts, truth claims, and positions of power 
and authority” (Lachowskyj, 2018). According to him, documentary should 
“embrace the multiple and mutable realities of our world” (Shah, 2018). It 
should doubt and speculate “over our mediated relationship to reality when at-
tempting to represent it through images and narrative.” (Shah, 2018); self-re-
flexivity and self-critique are an integral part of the author’s stance. The audi-
ence can emancipate from the documentarian’s perspective if the latter’s me-
diation is made explicit, hence its potential biases and blind spots are ex-
posed. ‘Margins of Excess’ has been very carefully constructed to give agency 
to the reader who wants to understand reality through photographs. The whole 
rhetoric of the photobook is permeated by this philosophy.


Pinckers has produced a descriptive narrative of the stories at hand: the mini-
malist motto ‘show, do not tell’ as suggested by Henry James (Barth, 1986) 
could be a fitting definition of the author’s approach. As we shall analyse later 
on, neither the texts nor the images in ‘Margins of Excess’ explain reality to us; 
they describe it in a way that encourages us to interrogate ourselves about re-
ality. In particular the images isolate and creatively juxtapose key elements of 
the stories at hand so that we can sharpen our content awareness, yet they do 
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not impose an explanation of the occurrence. It is up to the reader to recom-
pose a truth from the clues disseminated throughout the book.  

Finally, Pinckers took on the challenge of representing “somebody’s imaginary 
space” (Boddington, 2018) through photographs, i.e. to use the visually vera-
cious medium to represent an invisible reality. His visual collage does not and 
could not frame a tangible reality; it is instead necessarily a “creative treatment 
of actuality”  (Lachowskyj, 2018). More precisely, Pinckers exposes us to a 3

creative treatment of reality in the sense that he mixes in a remarkably inventive 
way a vast array  of pictures which hint at the protagonists’ stories yet, apart 4

from a few exceptions , do not depict directly the reality inquired. This is why, 5

even when a photograph is literally realistic about the physical referent it de-
picts, its content can considered “fictional” if referred to the stories of the six 
protagonists. There is only one set of images that are fictional in the strictest 
sense of the term: the close-ups of the ‘emotional' actors. They are not fact 
based. They are somehow hollow, or simply fully self-referential: they only 
stand for the emotions they represent (Pinckers, 2018b). The pervasive fiction-
ality of the images is both consistent with the nature of the subject represented 
and, as we shall explore later, plays an important role in alerting the readers 
about reality being mediated for them by someone else.


We will now rely on semantics to understand how Pinckers’s aim for self-reflex-
ivity has successfully permeated all the elements of the book. All the linguistic 
messages within ‘Margins of Excess' seem to function only as a relay to the 
iconic message. A text can act either as an anchorage or as a relay relative to 
an image. In the first instance the linguistic message connotes a photograph, 
i.e. it fixes the gaze on one out of the many significations available within the 

 This is how John Grieson tried to define documentary when the word was initially  introduced in 3

English from French. Pinckers’s conception of documentary is in fact very attuned with this inter-
pretation. (Lachowskyj, 2018)

 Explicitly acted scenes (fig.7,47,49), purpose built installations (fig.13), archival images from the 4

press (fig.25-30), video stills (fig.40), dioramas (fig.41), portraits (fig.1-6) are just some examples  
of a broader the list. Photographs are also displayed in a very varied way throughout the book.

 Apart from the archival images listed in the colophon, the only visually-real images of the pro5 -
tagonists are a handful of formal (fig.2-6) and informal portraits. What matters is that also these 
portraits cannot be used as a conclusive visual evidence in favour of or against the subjects por-
trayed and the controversies in which they are involved.
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iconic message. When functioning as a relay, the linguistic message stands in a 
complementary relationship with the iconic message. Linguistic and iconic 
messages then become fragments of a more general structure of meaning be-
cause the latter is attained by combining the two. (Barthes, 1977). Within a 
book, there is a set of conventional writings that physically linger around the 
cover and its proximity, that is the first and last pages. Although they are usu-
ally perceived as generic information about the content of the book, they inev-
itably shape one’s approach to the subject matter. Their anchoring function vis-
a-vis the documentary’s photographs is particularly ‘pernicious’ because they 
are simply presented and perceived as neutral, objective information. They are 
the first barrier to self-reflexivity. 


Let’s now look at some images (fig.7-12) to see how Pinckers handles them. 
The book cover (fig.7,8) does not give anything away about the subject of the 
documentary. Combining the two photos with the title does not help. There is 
no dedication, quote, preface, foreword, introductory essay (fig.9-11). There is 
indeed some information clustered under ‘Colophon’  (fig.12) – a section that 6

rarely appears with its own title in a book. The title both denotes the content, 
i.e. it specifies that this information is about the way the book has been cre-
ated, and it connotes its importance: titles are given to noteworthy writings. It 
is just a page yet it is fact-rich and very informative. We are denotationally in-

 Apart from Pinckers’s books,’the colophon’ ever hardly appears as an explicit and titled book 6

section. Maybe it is considered technical information that is not relevant enough to merit a formal-
ly explicit section on its own. This somehow implies that the way the documentary has come into 
being - i.e. the power structure behind it - should not be relevant to the reader. The originality of 
Pinckers’s choice is connotative of its relevance.

Fig.7.M. Pinckers, Front book cover of 'Margins 
of Excess', 2018

Fig.8 M. Pinckers, Back book cover of 'Margins 
of Excess', 2018
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Fig.9 M. Pinckers, Inside of front book cover of 
'Margins of Excess', 2018

Fig.10 M. Pinckers, Inside of back book cover of 
'Margins of Excess', 2018

Fig.11 M. Pinckers, pp.2,3, 'Margins of Excess', 2018

Fig.12 M. Pinckers, pp.318,319, 'Margins of Excess', 2018
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troduced to the six protagonists of the book whose names are included in a 
list, that is the closest thing to an index within this book. This cluster of names 
could easily be associated with controversial cases for those familiar with US 
media narratives. We also learn that ‘Margins of Excess’ has been created 
between 2016-2017 thanks to a residency in New York offered by the Edward 
Steichen Award Luxembourg. Not only was the project self-financed, but the 
book is also self-published with the help of a research assistant – Victoria 
Gonzales-Figueras – and a graphic designer – Rudy Latoir. Finally, Pinckers is 
the only photographer involved in the shooting, and in November 2016 he re-
lied on actors and installations to produce some of the images.


In a nutshell, by now, an attentive reader would know that this is an indepen-
dent – self-financed and self-published – project which means that the author, 
along with his collaborators, had full control over the production and dissemi-
nation of the book, hence in the mediation of reality. One could also guess that 
the subject matter very likely revolves around US media. There is plenty of in-
formation about the way Pinckers worked to create the project, but no conno-
tation whatsoever about the documentary. 


The author offers another clue, a quote on the last page:


No matter how precautionary and punctilious the photographer is in 
arranging everything that is placed before the camera, the inability of 
the lens to discriminate will ensure a substrate or margin of excess, 
a subversive code present in very photographic image that makes it 
open and available to other reading and uses. (Pinney and Peterson, 
2003, p.6)


Through these words, Pinckers is inviting us to reflect on what happens when 
we relate to reality through photographs. First, the photographer constructs re-
ality before the spectator’s eyes. Second, the reader can always count on pho-
tographs’ polysemy to extract her own meaning out of it. In a way the author is 
suggesting that documentary is a collaborative space: “an attempt [..] to un-
derstand reality from within while at the same time being unable to claim any 
form of ultimate truth.” (Shah, 2018)
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In fact, photographs are constructions of reality even when a photographer is 
neither physically arranging reality nor post processing a picture. The simple 
choices of what to include in the visual field and from which angle to do so are 
themselves a construction because they each represent just one selection out 
the infinite combinations that, summed up, constitute the multidimensional re-
ality directly available to the senses. After being framed by the photographer, 
the construction of reality undergoes the subjective meaning-harvesting of the 
viewer. The reading of each image results in a second degree mediation of real-
ity. The more the spectator can keep these levels distinct, the greater the pos-
sibility of the image to inform about the real. 


Three considerations are to be noted. So far the linguistic message does act as 
a relay vis-a-vis the iconic one; it does not anchor the photographs to a partic-
ular meaning, yet it will affect the way we will extract meaning out of them be-
cause of our fact-informed awareness. Second, to Pinckers, the mental posture 
of a viewer vis-a-vis his images is clearly an integral part of the documentary 
itself because he devoted the title of the book to it . Thirdly, if illusion is about 7

making believe, Pinckers has gone to great lengths to stand at the opposite 
end of the spectrum because he has declared any artifice upfront, and he is 
explicitly asking the reader to be aware of it.     

    

We can now explore inside the book, to see how text and images are semanti-
cally arranged. 


The first images that we will analyse (fig.13-18) are functional to let the reader 
feel the powerful impact of ‘Margins of Excess’; they will not be analysed one 
by one in detail. The first few  pages of the book can probably render the puz8 -
zling impact of Pinckers’s photographs: a chaotic visual jungle. The remarkable 
diversity of content, style and graphic design is disorientating. More discon-

 The title of a book is a very important signifier. If one wants to speak about a writing, then she 7

has to know the title; therefore, the latter does get everybody’s attention. The title is a handful of 
words that stand for a lot of content. It hints at the essence of the latter and at the same time sets 
the tone for it.

 Although the book is better understood as an organic whole, it would be impossible here to un8 -
pack the 203 documentary units - 170 photos and 33 texts - within it.
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Fig.13 M. Pinckers, pp.4,5, 'Margins of Excess', 2018 Fig.14 M. Pinckers, pp.6,7, 'Margins of Excess', 2018

Fig.15 M. Pinckers p.8 & insert, 'Margins of Excess', 
2018

Fig.16 M. Pinckers, insert & p.9, 'Margins of Excess', 
2018

Fig.17 M. Pinckers, pp.10,11, 'Margins of Excess', 
2018

Fig.18 M. Pinckers, pp.12,13, 'Margins of Excess', 
2018
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certingly, no photograph bears either a title or a caption.  Freed from any an9 -
choring text, the pictures’ multiple meanings become tentacular and stretch to 
all directions. Unsurprisingly, new themes germinate unexpectedly and in a 
disorderly manner at every turn of a page, and the reader often finds herself 
reversing the direction of the reading to assess the new found information 
against just-passed visual clues. It soon becomes clear that the photographs 
alone won’t explain what the book is about. As soon as the first writings start 
to appear a semantic cluster begins to take shape. Although it is not immedi-
ately obvious, when proceeding through the pages one can identify a recurrent 
pattern about the writings. It denotes an informative cluster regarding the six 
individuals already singled out in the colophon. Each person is presented with 
a specific sequence of texts and images: a headline (fig.19) immediately fol-
lowed by a portrait (fig.20) and by a protagonist-related article extract (fig.21); a 
random number of photographs; a full press article (fig.22); some more pic-
tures, and finally a four-page interview (fig.23-25) immediately followed by an 
archival photograph (fig.25). The creators “deliberately didn’t use chapters be-
cause [they] didn’t want to create a dissociation between the 
characters” (Boddington, 2018), and this is a defining feature of the book. As a 
matter of fact, information is organised in a ‘perceptual wholistic’ way, as op-
posed to the linearity we are accustomed within a book. To understand the 
documentary’s content we have to keep on going back and forth through the 
book, and we collect information in a very similar way to that in which the hu-
man eye scans ‘erratically’ through the field of vision to gather the retinal de-
tails that will be composed by the brain in a whole mental image of what sur-
round us, and also in a very similar way to the presentation of information on 
news feeds: scattered, non-linear, and fragmented.


Let’s first examine how texts have been arranged within each cluster. Each sto-
ry is presented both with press material, i.e. a headline and a full article, and 
direct evidence: a “Meeting with”, as titled in the book, each protagonist. We 
can now appreciate that instead of being asked specific questions, i.e. inter-
viewed, the ‘protagonists’ were simply listened to through a meeting with the 
author and his assistant: this is their own account.  Here are two worlds facing 

 Only 7 images in the book are denoted by a purely descriptive caption. They refer to media sto9 -
ries that are not directly connected with the protagonists.
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Fig.19 M. Pinckers, p.192 & insert, 'Margins of 
Excess', 2018

Fig.24. M. Pinckers, pp.216,217, 'Margins of 
Excess’,2018

Fig.23 M. Pinckers, pp.214,215, 'Margins of Excess', 
2018

Fig.22 M. Pinckers, p.200 & insert, 'Margins of 
Excess', 2018

Fig.21 M. Pinckers, pp.194,195, 'Margins of Excess', 
2018

Fig.20 M. Pinckers, insert & p.193, 'Margins of 
Excess', 2018
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one another: the simplistic, ‘objective’ press version versus the nuanced indi-
vidual’s reality. The author resorts to visual clues to articulate this contraposi-
tion. He has replaced the original layouts and typefaces found in the press with 
an anonymous format that is uniform throughout the book. They are printed on 
light-grey paper sheets (fig.15,16,19,21) which do not bear any page number 
and are also glued on in the book. The press information can therefore be per-
ceived as an insert. There is also uniformity in the format of the monologues  10

(fig.23-25,27-30). They share the same font, format, and length – four pages 
each (fig.23-25). Their spacing is more generous. They are printed on properly 
numbered, yellow sheets which are visibly bound in the book structure  (fig.11

24). Finally it is worth noting that their colour is the same yellow used for the 
inside cover of the book. The yellow of the inside cover (fig. 9,10) evokes the 
skin of a living organism that finds in the yellow pages – the protagonists’ nar-
ratives – its backbone.


To put it literally, Pinckers is saying that ‘Margins of Excess’ is a space about 
the six protagonists whose stories are told in full, and directly by them. In this 
context the press is just a fragment, in the sense that it is literally not part of 
the book (Lachowskyj, 2018), but it is also only a small part of what has actual-
ly been covered by the media. Two worlds are juxtaposed; one is intentionally 
and explicitly given a greater space, yet no side was taken.


Furthermore, the comparison between ‘grey’ and ‘yellow’ writings leads to in-
consistencies, hence they cannot be the base on which to anchor the meaning 
of the photographs. On the contrary, as we shall see shortly, pictures’ mean-
ings seem to oscillate between the two world views. Therefore, even the verbal 
message inside the book acts as a relay for the images. Overall, so far, ‘Mar-
gins of Excess’ does embed the self-reflexivity and self-critique to which 
Pinckers aspires. This is editorial transparency and agency given to the reader.


We can now turn to the images to examine their role in helping us understand-
ing the truth. We shall start from the end of each cluster: the six archival pho-
tographs listed in the colophon (fig.25-30). These were selected by Pinckers 

 Mr Rosenblat could not be interviewed because he died in 2015.10

 A dark thread visibly binds the two central pages of each monologue to the spine of the book.11



	 17

Fig.25  M. Pinckers, pp.218,219, 'Margins of Excess', 
2018, Photo credit Rachel Doleźal, family archive

Fig.27  M. Pinckers, pp.58,59, 'Margins of Excess', 
2018, Photo credit Jay J. Armes, 1976 @ Anthony K. 
Roberts 

Fig.26  M. Pinckers, pp.24,25, 'Margins of Excess', 
2018, Photo credit Herman and Roma Rosenblat, 
family archive,1958

Fig.28  M. Pinckers, pp.122,123, 'Margins of Excess', 
2018, Photo credit Darius McCollum, NYPD,1985

Fig.29  M. Pinckers, pp.170,171, 'Margins of Excess', 
2018, Photo credit Richard Heene's balloon, 2009 @ 
Will Powers

Fig.30  M. Pinckers, pp.282,283, 'Margins of Excess', 
2018, Photo credit Ali Shalal Qaissi, 2006 @ Shawn 
Baldwin/The New York Times
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from among those used by the press in relation to the stories of our protago-
nists. If read as a visual complement to the derogatory versions that the popu-
lar press gave of the latter, then these pictures are indeed realistic, yet mislead-
ingly insinuative.


Fig.26 is a factual memory of a real love marriage. If read in association with 
the defaming holocaust-hoax chronicles, it inevitably casts a tarnishing shadow 
over a true love relationship – the Rosenblats’ marriage. No trace of the lives 
saved by J.J. Armes surfaces in this stereotyped portrait of a martial-art athlete 
(fig.27). The police mugshot (fig.28) does not reveal anything about Darius Mc-
Collum’s competence and passion about the New York City transit system, and 
totally overlooks the shortcomings of a society who failed to constructively 
channel his specific potential. Fig.29 somehow ridicules Richard Heene’s per-
sona through a devalorising image of the product of his work. The responsibil-
ity of the media in opportunistically exploiting his audience-captivating misun-
derstanding are wholly ignored. Fig.25 was given to the press by Rachel 
Doležal’s family to ‘nail her down’ to her white caucasian origins. Reducing her 
black identification, a cultural choice, to only a matter of biological ethnicity is 
simply either ignorant or racist. In fig.30 Ali Alqaisi holds the incriminated icon 
like a prisoner in a mug shot, while at the same time paradoxically holding the 
symbol of the injustice which was inflicted on him.


These images are here to question the effectiveness and reliability of realistic 
images to deliver the truth of a reality simply by portraying it mechanically, as it 
appears. They are the smallest pictures in the book and they have been physi-
cally and metaphorically put in a corner of a much wider white space. Just next 
to them towers a personal, complex four-page story. After reading the mono-
logues, one finds these pictures particularly inadequate to seize the whole. The 
gap between the complex, inner realities of our protagonists and the simplistic 
way they have been liquidated by the popular press is the void Pinckers is at-
tempting to fill. To the ‘mechanical reliability’ of the camera he opposes the 
fact-based, creative fictionality of his lens. Interestingly, Pinckers gained the 
protagonists’ trust “because, for them, what was most important is that their 
story would be read in an artistic context rather than in a kind of popular news 
media situation … where they all had a kind of bad experience.” (Pinckers, 
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2018b). Nowadays documentary intended as a creative account of actuality 
can offer “a different kind of relationship to stories and to this kind of dubious 
or ambiguous form of truths” (Pinckers, 2018b) which struggle to find a space 
within the mainstream media . To express these six inner realities Pinckers 12

crafted a “mutual space in which our perception and symbolic fictions can 
meet and manifest into something that contributes to a greater understanding - 
one in which images transgress into reality - not the unveiling of the reality be-
hind the illusion, but the perceiving the reality in illusion itself”. (Shah, 2018)


Apart from the few exceptions we have already outlined, all the photographs 
within the book can only be read as metaphors that hint at the worlds of the six 
individuals in question, but none can be used to prove unequivocally that their 
version of reality is the true one. At the same time no picture can be used to 
prove the opposite. It is crucial to stress the fact that Pinckers is using iconic, 
title-less metaphors; not written ones – whose meaning is usually unequivocal. 
Photographs are polysemous, and in ‘Margins of Excess’ none bears an an-
choring title. This means that each visual metaphor focuses on a set of denot-
ed elements that can be combined into many different meanings. 


Let’s focus on two images related to Rosenblat’s story to exemplify.


Why this clearly constructed image (fig.31) to represent Mr Rosenblat case? He 
always told of a girl, whom he later identified as his wife Roma, throwing an 
apple to him over the concentration camp fence. Why did Pinckers portray a 

 Fig.26, the exception within the fig. 25-30 group, is a good example of Pinckers’ creatively al12 -
ternative narrative. Mr. Rosenblat could not explain himself through an interview. Therefore, ac-
cording to my reading, out of the press images available, Pinckers chose one he could semanti-
cally re-appropriate: i.e he ‘cleansed’ it from the defaming association with the holocaust hoax 
and let the image represent Mr. Rosenblat’s inner truth. Pinckers has added to the book a head-
line and an article from when Rosenblat’s inconsistencies had not been unveiled. Pinckers then 
reported an extract from a TV interview (fig.17) in which Rosenblat himself declared that the story 
was true in his imagination. This way Rosenblat’s contradiction is exposed in the book, but the 
defaming articles that labeled him a Holocaust hoax are kept away. In this setting the wedding 
photograph can therefore be read as the epitome of Rosenblat’s version of the story. Until the end 
he claimed that he overcame the Holocaust horror because he followed his father’s advice: “not 
to hate and to love”. To Rosenblat his love story with his wife Roma was the living proof of and 
direct consequence of his not hating and instead loving. This is why he shared it publicly: to 
spread his father’s teachings. On the basis of the above, within the ‘safe’ context of ‘Margins of 
Excess’ this photo could stand for the missed interview. Fig.26 is the only one visually - because 
of the visible black thread - and metaphorically tied to the book just like the other five interviews 
as shown in fig.24.
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shiny orange? A fruit suspended over barbed wire can be exactly what is 
needed to clear the mediated clutter around the case. In its simplicity, and very 
likely thanks to it, this image utters the essence of this love story: universal 
human solidarity against the back drop of inhumanity. This shiny, well-lit fruit  13

is indexical of a link between two people who are separated by barbed wire. 
The orange stands for solidarity among two anonymous human beings: we 
cannot see anyone at all in the image. This solidarity exists despite someone 
trying to prevent it, as symbolised by the barbed wire. The presence-absence 

 Why should such a shiny, juicy orange be tossed or used for vandalism? It could have been the 13

case though for a rotten orange or a hasty gesture, yet the latter would not be lit by a flash in full 
daylight.

Fig.31 M. Pinckers, p.19,  'Margins of Excess', 2016
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of a thrower and a catcher of the fruit can epitomise universal solidarity be-
cause anyone can identify with these two unknown human beings whose fel-
lowship overcomes some form of cogent and hurtful restriction of people’s 
freedom – i.e. what the barbed wire could suggest. This is Mr Rosenblat’s side 
of the story. He was moving from this perspective when he decided to share it 
to lecture about “not to hate and to love” (Pinckers, 2018, glued onto p.17). Yet 
we see an orange instead of an apple, and we immediately know that some-
thing does not fit with the story. As a matter of fact, several Holocaust scholars 
proved the impossibility of the throwing of the apple  there and then. Hence 14

the same orange both casts doubts about the story being true and also em-
bodies universal solidarity, or love.


This image is a mirror where there is room both for Mr. Rosenblat’s truth and 
for the media’s findings.


A few pages later (fig.32) we can add elements to the narrative and wonder 
what really pushed Mr Rosenblat to publicly share his own imagination. The 
blown up close-up of the allegedly miraculously weeping statue of the Virgin 
Mary – Griffith, Illinois – lies on top of the disturbing end of the sentence “HE 
USED SOME CHARITABLE DONATIONS FOR HIMSELF”.  Although image 15

and text refer to two different events, Pinckers froze them in an uncomfortable 
contiguity and now they ask something about Mr Rosenblat’s case. According 
to the live-reporters (Renz, 2014), although the parish priest was himself skep-
tical about the miracle, many people believed in it and, even if they were not 
sure themselves, they still went there in search of their own hope. Mr. Rosen-
blat’s romance was miraculous somehow, and perhaps offered a similar com-
fort to the crowds that made it famous enough to trigger both a book and a film 
production. There is apparently no clarity regarding what happened to the book 
and movie rights advances that were payed to Mr. Rosenblat before both 
projects were aborted. Some suspect he never returned them (Roberts, 2015) 
others allege that he refused to give them to charity. In an image the noble mo-

 They also proved the impossibility of Roma being at the Schlieben camp while Herman was 14

there.

‘Former aide to Chicago mayor Richard M. Daley pleads guilty to embezzlement and tax fraud 15

admitting he used some charitable donations for himself’ is the full sentence. (Renz, 2014)
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tive; in the words of the scrolling ticker the very opposite: did he do it to preach 
or to profit financially?


It is by now clear why meaning can fluctuate freely through images and texts 
because, although it is not stable, it is safely supported by facts. It is a fact that 
Rosenblat wanted to lecture about “not to hate and to love” as much as it is a 
fact that his story could not have possibly taken place. It is a fact that he re-
ceived money, as much as it is a fact that it is not known what happened to it. 


Refraining from a literal visual realism has given Pinckers the flexibility to em-
brace  both ends of the controversy. Images are clearly constructed or selected 
out of reality not because they reproduce literally the reality we are enquiring 
about, but because they can help us think differently about it. Photographs are 
used for their semantic openness and for their intuitive ways of suggesting 
concepts. The omnipresent fictional level only reinforces the idea that images 
are means to reality, not reality itself. 


Once the reader seizes these concepts she develops a skeptical attitude to-
wards photographs, and such mental posture should be adopted with any pho-

Fig.32 M. Pinckers, pp.28,29, 'Margins of Excess’, 2016
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tograph that is approached as a source of information about reality, as we shall 
discuss in the third chapter. 


It is obvious that these images do not imply that realism has no space in pho-
tographic documentary. They simply show an alternative use of photographs 
as tools that ontologically allow for a maieutic way of teaching, i.e. they elicit 
knowledge by interrogating us, not by providing a linear, pre-packed, dogmatic 
answer. Pinckers’s photographs lead us to question reality thanks to their non-
obvious, or better non-visually literal, relation to the subject matter. Realistic 
images can, and very often do, lead to a rapid and unquestioned reading, pre-
cisely to the one most consistent with one’s world view and with the reader’s 
contingent perceptual setting, as we shall see further on.


To wrap up, ‘Margins of Excess’ is indeed a documentary which has given a 
new depth to controversial mediated cases that were dealt with in a polarised 
and superficial way by some of the media, especially the more fast-paced out-
lets. It has also taught the importance of a critical approach to the way we ex-
tract meaning out of photographs. This project  has demonstrated that docu-
mentary can be self-reflective, and it is thanks to this feature that it has allowed 
a critical understanding of the reality explored. To conclude, it is worth noting 
that all this teaching had an implicit cost: the time indispensable to learn 
Pinckers’s lesson through a thorough examination of his work. 
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Chapter II: The Media in the Digital Era 

Before clogging this paper and our minds with the inevitable litany of argumen-
tations, I would like to propose a hypothesis that we shall test throughout the 
chapter. The challenges that the new media environment poses to information 
consumers is a basic economic problem of resource allocation: how the scarci-
ty of computational resources of the latter can cope with the infinity of data 
originated by the former. 


We shall first analyse how digital technologies have altered the contemporary 
media  world, and then we will try to assess how such changes have impact16 -
ed on visual realism.


It is a fact that the contemporary news audience is ill-at-ease with reality and 
its veracity. It is also rather intuitive that the Internet is perceived as the main 
culprit. Fact-checking as a service for readers started with the diffusion of the 
Internet in the 1990s; before then it was a service for press professionals (Fab-
ry, 2017). The uneasiness with the mediated real pervades ‘Margins of Excess’ 
and it is clear and present in the author’s mind: “I think we are moving into a 
space where people don’t believe what they read in the news any more, they 
do not trust what the politicians are saying, they do not know where to look to 
get their reality” (Ponsford, 2018). He has also stated in numerous interviews 
that he is particularly fond of the format of the book, “because it is finite, and 
because it is something that you can always go back to” (Ponsford, 2018). It is 
interesting to observe that what he likes, the finiteness of ‘Margins of Excess’, 
is the very opposite of what I think causes the problem: the infinity of ex-
changes within the web.


 Documentary photography, our area of interest, shares a common media space with many oth16 -
er forms of information. Our analysis will therefore necessarily extend beyond photography to 
cover information in general. This is why, from now on, information and photography will be inter-
changed rather loosely, and the former will mostly imply the latter as well.
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Peter Osborne (2010) identifies in the infinity of exchanges one of the qualifying 
signatures of digital photography.  He suggests that anxiety about the real is 17

commonly and wrongly attributed to the high degree of fine grain manipulation 
that characterises digital photographs. According to him, the source of such 
anxiety ‘has to do with the nature of the abstraction of social relations charac-
teristic of societies based on relations of exchange … [where] the most real 
appears unreal, and the apparently or empirically real has little determinative 
significance’ (Osborne, 2010, p.64,65).


The abstraction of social relations is the price that one must be willing to pay in 
order to allow for infinite social exchanges of photographs. As a matter of fact, 
the progressive detachment of the picture from its physical/real referent is a 
form of abstraction. Paradoxically, the era where the likeness of photographs 
to their physical referent has peaked is also the era when they seem most dis-
tant from the reality they represent. Their infinite exchangeability extends bey-
ond humans’ capacity to track each one of them back to their original context. 
‘The number of photographs shared on the net is ‘mind-boggling: 350m pho-
tographs a day uploaded on Facebook; 95m photographs and videos shared 
on Instagram daily. The combined number of images uploaded on both plat-
forms now exceeds 290bn, while there are  188m  daily active users of 
Snapchat’ (O’Hagan, 2018). What is crucial is the fact that photographs are a 
very context-sensitive type of information; when eradicated from their own 
physical referent they transform into a semantic vacuum. The greater the phys-
ical and cultural separation between the spectator and the reality of the subject 
matter, the greater the probability for the polysemic carrier-of-reality to attract 
new meaning from the sources in which it is embedded, and the thinner the 
capacity of the reader to contextualise.


More precisely, he draws a parallel between the visual form of the digital photography and the 17

Marxist theory of value. In order to allow for infinite exchanges within mass society, commodities 
started being valued for their potential to be exchanged – exchange value – instead of being 
linked to their own intrinsic value – use value. In other words, the price of a table is not deter-
mined by its intrinsic qualities – resources invested to produce it and benefit deriving from its use 
– it depends instead on its potential to be exchanged – if there is a strong enough demand that is 
met by a profitable offer. The price of the commodity does not reflect any more, if not accidentally, 
the resources one has invested in its production. Similarly, Osborne argues, the photograph has 
detached itself from its visual referent: reality.

https://www.businessinsider.com/facebook-350-million-photos-each-day-2013-9?IR=T
https://www.wired.co.uk/article/instagram-doubles-to-half-billion-users
https://www.theguardian.com/business/2018/aug/08/snapchat-drops-daily-users-blames-redesign
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Contextualising a picture relative to the reality it portrays is an indispensable 
premise if one wants to use the former as a source of information about the lat-
ter: it requires both content and media awareness. We shall now see how both 
have been impacted by digital technology.


One’s critical capacity to evaluate the soundness of a piece of information re-
lies on familiarity with the subject matter. Such familiarity is acquired either 
through direct experience or indirect knowledge. It goes without saying that 
there are a limited number of subjects with which one can be familiar. The un-
stoppable and unprecedented flow of information exposes each one of us to 
an ever greater number of areas we know nothing or very little about. We have 
to confront many subjects that would have been spared us in the pre-digital 
era. This makes every one of us a potentially incompetent, hence vulnerable, 
receiver of knowledge because we do not have enough resources – e.g. time, 
competence, intellectual disposition – to embrace them all. This is how digital 
technology is accidentally tarnishing our critical thinking.


As discussed in the previous chapter, no matter how objectively reality seems 
to be portrayed, the mediator has an enormous power of connoting the narra-
tive without disclosing the bias to the reader. Information production is a com-
plex process that is not necessarily given away by its end product to the inad-
vertent user. The mediator can choose what to say and what to omit, in which 
medium the message will be carried, how to fine-tune such media, and in 
which disseminating structure to embed it. Every single step can contribute to 
connote reality for the reader without the latter necessarily being able to detect 
the bias. It is true that those who master the subject matter can often read be-
tween the lines and promptly identify the mediator’s bias. Unfortunately, as ob-
served above, people are increasingly exposed to information they know noth-
ing about, hence the importance of being able to assess the mediator’s identity 
and intention.


Digital technology has triggered an uncontrolled and unprecedented flourishing 
of new mediators. Before its advent the publishing world was organised in a 
fairly intelligible and regulated structure. As far as information was concerned, 
authors and publishers were neatly organised in regulated categories: press 
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journalism – divided into the various subcategories (e.g. TV, newspapers, 
generic and specialised magazines, etc), documentaries, academic publica-
tions (books, journals, essays). The number of information channels available 
to each reader were fairly limited, hence it was possible to weigh a piece of 
news relative to the source (e.g. journalist and newspaper) in which it was em-
bedded. 


Nowadays we are facing media anarchy. Pushed under the pressure both of 
the technology available and of unlimited competition from the Internet, tradi-
tional media have been thrown into a state of continuous innovation in terms of 
format, content, and pace at which the information is provided. This has trans-
lated into yet another load of information feeding an already saturated space. 
More specifically, within twenty years TV news channels have moved from the 
90s 24-hour news cycle (Sambrook and Mc Guire, 2014) to the 24-second 
news cycle started by CNN in 2006 (The Onion, 2007), a change that has dra-
matically increased the pace at which facts are covered and the rate of news 
productions per day, especially if one considers an update as news. The 
screen is now full of information: while the main story is very frequently nar-
rated live by a journalist, there is often more than one scrolling ticker and a 
static flipper giving information that is not related to the main news. The most 
important printed newspapers now all have an online version that is constantly 
updated and, although in a slightly different way, every piece of news, like a 
Russian doll, embeds many other ones in the form of hyperlinks added to the 
Internet page, either within the article or to its side.


On top of the endemic proliferation of traditional publishers, new players have 
aggressively entered the news scene: the social media. Nowadays anyone who 
can access digital technology to produce and disseminate one’s own or some-
one else’s visual and/or textual information can become both author and pub-
lisher. Statistics show that as of June 2018, 55% of the world population (4.2 
bn users out of a worldwide population of 7.6 bn) has access to internet; oth-
erwise said, there are 4.2 bn potential authors and publishers around the world 
(brandwatch, 2018). A recent study on Twitter highlighted ‘that social web 
users are an important relay in the diffusion of news through the net. [N]ews are 
a primary topic of conversation on social media, as expected due to their real 
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time nature. Knowing which social media generates traffic to news sites is im-
portant to understand how users are exposed to news’ (Gabielkovet al. 2016). 
As of November 2018 there are 3.03 bn active social media users, and Internet 
users have an average of 7.6 social media accounts. This implies that news 
that is fed through social media is often the result of an intricate stratification of 
mediators. According to MP Damian Collins (2018)  50% of UK citizens con18 -
sume the news through social web, in countries like Mexico this percentage 
lingers at around 70-80%. 

Worthy of notice is that while traditional publishers and their affiliated authors 
are regulated by national laws on freedom of expression, or circulation of ideas, 
the new digital-born mediators operate in a chaotic limbo. The Cambridge 
Analyica affair cast disquieting shadows on the presumed freedom of choice of 
US and UK citizens in the recent 2016 US election and Brexit referendum 
(Satariano and Confessore, 2108). Facebook’s efforts to self-regulate (Adler 
and Hunte, 2018) and to increasingly introduce new transparency rules (Paresh, 
2019) are certainly laudable but not fully reassuring. The novel, unofficial pub-
lishers’ (i.e. social webs and their users) and/or advertisers’ (i.e. influencers like 
Cristiano Ronaldo and Kim Kardashian) self-discipline obeys the logic of their 
own self-interest and survival, and such priorities do not necessarily always co-
incide with the broader public interest. Unfortunately, so far, no international or 
national law has yet been able to regulate this space, thus leaving readers and 
consumers exposed to serious manipulation (Satariano and Confessore, 2108) 
(Caulfeld, 2016).


In light of the above we could easily understand how many viewers could ex-
perience a creeping sense of not being able safely to contextualise an image, 
i.e. to  run the risk of misinterpreting the reality carried within an image. ‘Mar-
gins of Excess’ does convey a sense of how mediators are becoming alien, 
and to a certain extent abstract, for the audience. Many of Pinckers’s images 
portray media rooms absent of any human presence, (fig.21,33,34,45) or black 
screens, the epitome of digital technology, that are either malfunctioning or ex-
cluded from anyone’s visual field (fig.13,23,35-38,45).


 MP Damian Collins is the chair of the Commons Digital Culture, Media and Sport Committee 18

which is conducting an ongoing enquiry into fake news and disinformation.
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Paradoxically at the apex of the likeli-
ness of the image as an analogue of 
the real we experience the greatest 
skepticism about its veracity. Accord-
ing to Osborne the contemporary 
‘free-floating anxiety about the real … 
has ‘latched on’ to digital photogra-
phy … because of the social impor-
tance but current uncertainty about 
the various documentary functions of 
photography.’ (Osborne, 2010, p.64)


Fig.33 M. Pinckers, p.47, 'Margins of Excess’, 2016

Fig.34 M. Pinckers, p.159 ,'Margins of Excess’, 2016
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Fig.35 M. Pinckers, p.158 ,'Margins of Excess’, 2016

Fig.36 M. Pinckers, pp.204,205 ,'Margins of Excess’, 2016
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Fig.37 M. Pinckers, pp.196,197 ,'Margins of Excess’, 2016

Fig.38 M. Pinckers, pp.228,229, ‘Margins of Excess’, 2016
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It is undeniable that digital technology has elevated the faking of photographs 
to an art, both literally and metaphorically. Nowadays editing software – Phot-
oshop – allows users to alter a photograph at the level of the pixel ‘in such a 
way as to leave no visible trace’ (Osborne, 2010, p.64). There is also a new 
technology GAN (generative adversarial network) that creates high-resolution, 
real looking photographic images out of nothing. Fooling the audience with 
‘fake’ realistic images is a problem that started to exist with photography. 
There have been many famous scandals in the past – e.g. 1936 Robert Capa’s 
‘Falling Soldier’ – yet they did not seem to erode the public’s trust in realistic 
photographs. The true novelty which caused this anxiety about the real is the 
way in which digital technology has altered the nature of media space (Os-
borne, 2010). The annihilation of our capacity to contextualise a vast share of 
the images we are exposed to has thrown us into an uncomfortable state of 
undecidability about the veracity of too many images. Simply put, we find 
ourselves short of computational resources.


There is also another factor that is tarnishing the reliability of realism as a 
source of information about the real: the excessive speed at which we are en-
couraged to jump to conclusions. The fast paced news cycle has accustomed 
us to a rapid consumption of information. The visual aid, mostly realistic, has 
been used to speed up our ‘comprehension’ of news. Real-time reporting, the 
most emblematic instance, has become of essence whenever sensational 
events occur. This is yet another menacing Sword of Damocles hanging over 
our heads. To understand why, let’s examines Hector Meneses’s case through 
Pinckers’s curious reconstruction.


On July 20th, 2016 at 11:30pm Hector Meneses threw what looked like a bomb 
on a NYPD van in Times Square (Kapp, Gardiner, Honan, 2016). The two heroic 
policemen who were in the vehicle drove it away to a less crowded street risk-
ing their lives to save many others. Further investigations revealed that it was a 
hoax bomb. Later in the evening, when intercepted by NYPD officers, Meneses 
held them off for 6 hours by pretending he had a bomb strapped on his chest. 
He was arrested without any bloodshed. The audience wired on real-time news 
witnessed a first reality-bubble, a bomb in Times Square, corroborated by the 
undisputable evidence of NYPD CCTV-footage. A few hours later, a second re-
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Fig.39 M. Pinckers, pp.80,81,'Margins of Excess’, 
2018

Fig.40 M. Pinckers, pp.82,83, ‘Margins of Excess’, 
2018. 

Fig.41 M. Pinckers, pp.84,85,'Margins of Excess’, 
2018

Fig.42 M. Pinckers, pp.86,87,'Margins of Excess’, 
2018

Fig.43 M. Pinckers, pp.88,89,’Margins of Excess’, 
2018

Fig.44.J. Peter Donald, 2016, Twitter@JPeter Donald



	 34

ality-bubble was fed to the onlookers until the police operation was safely ter-
minated and the second hoax exposed. The only things that exploded were the 
brand new, spectacular realities offered to the news crowd; the fake bombs, 
thankfully, never went off. The true victims were the spectators who suffered 
yet another delusion about reality. Pinckers’s visual account is all geared to let 
us experience how factual, visually-realistic evidence can creepingly land us in 
fictional, parallel realities. Contrary to what one might think at first sight, the 
news crew (fig.39) is not covering Meneses’s fake-bomb case; the device 
recorded by NYPD CCTV (fig.40) is not a bomb; this diorama from a museum 
on terrorism (fig.41) is not evidence related to the article on Meneses that is 
printed on it; fig.42 is Pinckers’s reconstruction of the NYPD evidence (fig.44) 
of the real parts of Meneses’s fake bomb (Pinckers, 2018b). The moral of the 
story could be evoked by Coca Cola (fig.43) through one of its slogans, ‘Make 
it real’,  addressed to an absent media world (fig.45).
19

 This is how Pinckers titled this image outside the book, on his Instagram account. Many Coca-19

Cola’s campaigns link the brand to the word ‘real’ (Coca-Cola Journey, 2012). 

Fig.45 M. Pinckers, pp.90,91,’Margins of Excess’, 2018
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Pinckers’s reconstruction is evocative of how reality becomes fragile when en-
tering the frantic real-time, short-span news coverage . Even the NYPD CCTV-20

footage, which anyone would consider unquestionably reliable, cannot pierce 
through the misleading safety of certain appearances. Here again, we can ob-
serve that real-time news, which unveils events in their becoming, is perhaps 
one of the most decontextualised forms of evidence. If there is evidence but 
we do not know how to interpret it, then evidence is not informative. Real time 
reportages often run the risk of not being informative at all because they read 
evidence out of context, in the sense that an event in its becoming can be-
come a piece of news only when one is able to understand what originated it. 
Therefore, some pieces of news based on real images are in fact spectacles; 
the audience is pushed into voyeurism, and truth can easily be sacrificed on 
the altar of sensationalism. (Bennet, 2003 cited in Lewandowsky, 2012, p.110) 
(Carr, 2013)


Finally, as Pinckers has observed, a brief analysis of press photography or pho-
tojournalism reveals that a lot of the same images tend to come back. It could 
be described “almost as an attempt at making stock photography in a photo-
journalistic context … [the creation of] archetypical images that can be used 
whenever something happens as the most ideal form of that trope” (2018b). 
Several photos in ‘Margins of Excess' portray actors who were asked by the 
photographer to reproduce scenes from press images that he had collected in 
a booklet. Just as an example, two Reuters photographs shot in November 
2018 (fig.47,49) that bear a striking resonance to Pinckers’s 2016 images (fig.
46,48). These images “have a clear emotional connection that the reader can 
identify with” (Pinckers, 2018b), but do they really help the viewer to connect 
with the veracity of the event itself? How do they differ from the drawings they 
have replaced? What is the purpose of this realism? To which agenda does it 
respond?  No wonder Pinckers rendered them in a poignantly hollow way. 
21

 Although 24-second cycle news’ fortune seems to be already faltering, the habit of hooking on 20

to them is not fading; it is been fed by the online crowd of independent ‘news-makers’ a panoptic 
army of smart mobiles always ready to upload  on  the net (Sambrook, McGuire,2014).  

 Hito Steyerl, for example, can offer rather disquieting explanations about “documentarism that 21

moves beyond representation” (2011). 
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In the digital era, fictional photographs paradoxically can be more trustworthy 
‘documents’ than realistic pictures because the former are ontologically non-
realistically reliable. Furthermore, realistic photographs lend themselves to a 
much faster reading thanks to the immediacy of their iconic message. The ‘fic-
tional’ images of ‘Margins of Excess’ took a long time to be produced and col-
lated, and they do require the reader to slow down. If read hastily, Pinckers’s 
pictures would not give away anything about the reality they inquire into. There-
fore, if informative meaning is extracted from them, it is done through a con-
scious effort from the reader to make sense out of them. ‘Margins of Excess’ is 
a finite and non-changing visual space with an embedded reading speed limit, 
this is why it is a response to the economic challenge we have just described. 
Experimenting with alternative forms of documentary can therefore also be, as 
Pinckers suggests (Shah, 2018) (Lachowskyj, 2018), a creative way to elucidate 
the mechanism of more traditional forms of the genre.


Fig.46 M. Pinckers, p.75, ‘Margins of Excess’, 2016

Fig.48 M. Pinckers, p.305, ‘Margins of Excess’, 
2016

Fig.49 Thayer, E. Mourners are seen at a vigil for 
families of victims of a mass shooting in Thousand 
Oaks California. 8 Nov.2018. Reuters, 2018

Fig.47 Thayer, E. California-wildfires. A woman in 
Malibu reacts to devastation on 9 Nov.2018. Reuters,
2018
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Our analysis seems to confirm that we are actually facing a problem of scarcity 
of resources. The explosion of content and mediators is testing our computa-
tional sources quantitatively: infinite data versus finite computational capacity. 
The scarcity of our computational resources are also tested qualitatively: our 
reading speed cannot keep up with the velocity at which digital technology is 
producing and feeding data to us in real time.


To summarise, the infinite amount of information we receive is drastically thin-
ning the context we are able to attach to it, and this is one of the plausible ex-
planations about the real becoming so suspiciously alien to the contemporary 
human.
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Chapter III: The Image Reader in the Digital 
Era 

We started out by observing how a skilled documentarian can exploit the loose 
semantics of photographs to effectively decipher complex realities. We then 
saw how, in a different environment, the same semantic fluidity can become a 
fastidious semantic instability which fogs the way we see reality. We will now 
focus on how polysemy affects the way readers relate to images. 


First we will analyse seeing from a biological, socio-cultural and psychological 
perspective, without pretense of exhaustivity on such a vast subject. Then we 
will examine how our subjective perception of reality can, under the current his-
torical circumstances, more easily lead to misinformation. We shall end on a 
positive remark: if appropriately absorbed, photographs, can be an instrument 
of personal emancipation form our own prejudices. 


Contrary to what is commonly believed and felt, what we see is a subjective 
reconstruction of the physical reality that surrounds us, not an objective repro-
duction of it. ‘Today, even though we understand that there is no one-to-one 
correspondence between retinal image and mental image, that it is the mind 
that actively creates meaning through a process that only begins with the stim-
ulation of the retina by light, this comparison of the eye to the camera 
persist’ (Barry, 1997, p.30). Seeing is the result of very complicated neural ac-
tivity that exacts enormous computational resources. The receptors in our 
retina do not really form the complete picture that we end up seeing once our 
brain has processed the information. Out of all the the external light stimuli 
available, our brain only selects those that evolution has singled out as the 
most effective  to our functioning and survival. Such selection is part of a very 22

complex and still vastly unknown process that involves several areas of our 
brain, amongst other memory, planning and language areas. (Luo, 2015) Our 
mental image is the combination of different inputs, and it is processed by our 

 Curiously enough also our body must  manage an economic problem of allocation of scarcity of 22

resources. 
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brain to elaborate only the most plausible version of what is out there, the ex-
ternal world. This means that everything we see is a construct of our brain. 
Seeing is not a neutral activity, but a survival-driven one (Seth, 2014). The in-
formation which enters our consciousness is whatever our brain considers 
salient. To further complicate the issue, recent studies (Marshall & Halligan 
1988, Rees et al., 2000, Russell and Driver 2005) have shown that our be-
haviour and choices can be influenced by visual information which does not 
enter our awareness.


The camera records the world without discrimination, as Pinckers reminded us 
(2108a, p.319); on the contrary, human seeing implies constant selection. 
When scanning a photograph we lack the sensorial context information that 
could more intelligently guide our gaze on a scene witnessed directly because 
our body will rely on the ‘brainset’ of the spectators’ here-and-now to analyse 
the photograph’s there-and-then. If we approach a photograph with the same 
rapidity and lack of self-reflectivity that we use to scan the reality around us, 
we might be inappropriately using a brilliant, automated selection-process. 
When we look at a photograph, we do not need to react to the scene. Con-
versely, we need to think about the scene: if we do not adapt our gaze, we 
might easily end up collecting the wrong information. Looking at a photograph 
should therefore imply a greater degree of awareness than looking at reality di-
rectly.


Two corollaries stem from these neuroscientific discoveries. First, on a broad 
philosophical perspective, every time we look at the ‘real’ to search for the 
truth, we should remind ourselves that the images we see are subjective con-
structions of physical referents. Second, more pertinently to our discussion, 
when looking at a photograph the gaze is mainly guided by the socio-cultural 
and psychological settings of the viewer because she cannot make use of the 
other sensorial inputs normally gathered through direct sight. Crucially, such 
settings are tied to the here-and-now of the viewer, which could be deceptively 
estranged from the there-and-then of the photograph’s referent. This gap could 
be a huge source of bias when fragmentary, bi-dimensional visual evidence is 
the only thing that links the two space-temporal dimensions. This is why we 
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shall now analyse how our socio-cultural and psychological structures influ-
ence the way we selectively look at images.


Our socio-cultural perspective has an impact on the way we look at reality, es-
pecially when the latter comes under the form of a photograph. As Barthes 
(1977) observed, ‘the reading of a photograph is … always historical; it de-
pends on the reader’s ‘knowledge’’ (p.28). The same image can offer many dif-
ferent meanings if explored by many different mindsets. In a picture we recog-
nise some objects - denote them - and we also attach a meaning to them - 
connote them - based, amongst other, on our socio-cultural background. For 
example, light has an enormous impact on the way we connote reality. With a 
simple change of light, a skilled photographer can turn a sad image into a joy-
ous one. Because light is an element of reality, if artificial lighting is properly 
disguised, one would not attribute the mood of the scene to the photograph-
er’s intention, yet she will read it as a feature of the subject portrayed. Had the 
spectator been present at the shooting, she would have been able to judge 
more accurately and independently the mood of the real scene. As Barthes 
(1977) noticed, when reading a photograph, the connoted message develops 
on the basis of the denoted message. The latter, the visually literal message, is 
‘neutral’ and ‘objective’ because the photograph ‘is not the reality but at least it 
is its perfect analogon’. The connoted message, on the contrary, is ‘invested’ 
and ‘cultural’ because it depends on one’s own socio-cultural, and psychologi-
cal predisposition. Their problematic coexistence within the same semantic 
unit, the photograph, is what Barthes calls photographic paradox. ‘When one 
wants to be ‘neutral’, ‘objective’, one strives to copy reality meticulously, as 
though the analogical were a factor of resistance against the investment of val-
ues (such at least is the definition of aesthetic ‘realism’) … [But] the photograph 
can be at once ‘objective’ and ‘invested’, natural and cultural’(p.19,20) thanks 
to its unique imbrication of denoted and connoted messages. This is how the 
rhetoric of the photographs can plunge one’s own meaning-making ‘into a lus-
tral bath of innocence’ (p.51). 


The lack of information is always filled by one’s own socio-cultural and psycho-
logical bias, but with realistic photographs this mechanism expands and goes 
undercover. The latter deceive us into ‘owning’ the richness of the real ‘there-
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and-then’, when, in fact, we are stuck with the meagre spectator’s ‘here-and-
now’. The poor judgement of a direct witness can become the aberration of a 
photograph’s inadvertent viewer. It is impossible to eliminate one’s socio-cul-
tural and psychological pre-conceptions, but at least the ‘ficitionality’ of Pinck-
ers’s images short-circuits the source of delusional bias tied to photographic 
realism.


There are also psychological factors that impact our gaze on the world. Ac-
cording to Leon Festinger (1957), ‘the human organism tries to establish intern-
al harmony, consistency, or congruity among his opinions, attitudes, know-
ledge, and values. That is, there is a drive towards consonance among cogni-
tions. ’ (p.260) Amongst other things, this implies that every time we are ex23 -
posed to information that is dissonant with our pre-existing set of cognitions, 
we naturally tend to implement strategies to reduce this inconsistency. This 
might entail seeking new information that is consonant with our world view, or 
avoiding new information that is dissonant with our world view (Festinger, 1957, 
p.264). Festinger also remarks that ‘[f]orced or accidental exposure to new in-
formation which tends to increase dissonance will frequently result in misinter-
pretation and misreception of new information by the person thus exposed in 
an effort to avoid a dissonance increase’ (Festinger, 1957, p.265). In a nutshell, 
we actively select information on the basis of our own world-view, or set of 
cognitions. This means that before a polysemic document we are more likely to 
find confirmation of our own pre-existing biases. 


We can clearly see that we do not approach information neutrally; on the con-
trary our gaze is naturally burdened by biological, socio-cultural and psycholo-
gical biases. Photographs are, of course, a fertile environment for our precon-
ceptions, as they allow for a flexible space to create meaning. Needless to say, 
when we confront a photograph without self-alertness, we can all become easy 
prey to our own predatory prejudices. The matter at stake is believing that we 
are expanding our knowledge about the world whereas in fact we are simply 
victims of our own pareidolia, i.e. we imagine to perceive what in fact does not 
actually exist. This pernicious disguise can affect both our perception of reality 

 Cognitions can be defined as ‘any knowledge, opinion or belief about the environment, about 23

oneself or about one’s behavior.’ (Festinger, 1957, p.3) 
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and our perception of ourselves. In the best case scenario the photograph will 
not bring any added value because it teaches us nothing new. If, instead, we 
unknowingly misread an image, we could reinforce our ingrained prejudices or 
create new ones by acquiring misinformation. In the worst case scenario, in-
stead of expanding our knowledge about the world, we would be passive-act-
ively working at shrinking it.  

  

Misinformation occurs when one holds a false belief, and it differs from ignor-
ance, which can be defined as ‘absence of relevant knowledge’. (Lewan-
dowsky et al., 2012, p.107). Whereas the latter leads to some sort of passivity 
towards a cause, misinformed people often strongly pursue one (p.108). In 
connection to the expansion of the web, media experts have warned about the 
lowering of the quality of information – e.g. ‘media sometimes unavoidably re-
port incorrect information because of the need for timely news coverage’ (p.
110). In particular, the Internet has been identified as a crucial factor in the 
breeding of misinformation because it is a place where information ‘can be 
highly misleading and it is progressively replacing expert advice’ (p.111) even in 
sensitive areas such as health matters. This is especially worrisome in the light 
of two considerations. Firstly, ‘people seem to mainly pass on information that 
will evoke an emotional response in the recipient, irrespective of the informa-
tion’s truth value’ (p.108). Secondly, ‘the public seems to have some aware-
ness of the presence of motivated misinformation in society’ (Ramsay et al., 
2010, cited in Lewandowsky, 2012, p.109) yet they are often unable to identify 
it. This scenario confirms that under the strain of the infinite social exchanges 
of information, many message-receivers struggle to contextualise what they 
are exposed to. 


Furthermore, if the emotional response is more important than the truth value, 
we can then appreciate even more the enigmatic cover of 'Margins of Excess’ 
that portrays two actors (fig.1). In a way it can be the perfect epitome of the 
social web, of our new way of exchanging information, the main source of 
news for a vast share of the population (Damiens, 2018) (Gabielkov et al., 
2016). Ultimately, the stories of the six individuals of 'Margins of Excess’ circu-
lated thanks to their high emotional impact, yet their inner truths were totally 
disregarded. Their stories were commoditised for their capacity to attract audi-
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ences, their intrinsic value capsized by their exchange value, as Osborne might 
construe.


The tentacular and abstract nature of the social relations on the Internet ‘has 
led to a fractionation of the information landscape into echo chambers – that is 
(political) blogs that primarily link to other blogs of similar persuasion and not 
to those with opposing viewpoints’ (Lewandowsky, 2012, p.111). Interestingly 
enough, these spaces are perfectly suited to reducing someone’s dissonance. 
The web is so vast as to offer a large array of  misrepresentations of reality for 
users to choose from. Echo chambers can easily grow into big communities 
thanks to their world-wide reach. They are self-referential because dissent is 
structurally absent: anyone arguing against their false belief will either not enter 
these spaces or be quickly liquidated as dissonantly wrong. Furthermore the 
physical abstraction of the social exchanges prevents any form of ‘direct’ con-
frontation among its members. Cohesion rests also on the fact these people 
meet only virtually and only share the interests that they have in common while 
ignoring all the rest. You cannot do that with your family members, your col-
leagues, your neighbours. Physical proximity inevitably gives away what you do 
not have in common as well.


In our ‘society based on generalised exchange’ (Osborne, 2010, p.64) of infor-
mation, an echo chamber could represent a kind of abstraction that, in fact, it 
is real (p.64). De facto, within the echo-chamber ‘the most real appears unreal, 
and the apparently or empirically real has little determinative significance’ (Os-
borne, 2010, pp.64,65).


An important corollary is the fact that these echo chambers pro-actively pro-
duce and diffuse misinformation, which will become a consonant cognition to 
all its adepts. As Festinger (1957) pointed out, ‘cognitions are responsive to 
reality. By and large they mirror, or map, reality. This reality may be physical or 
social or psychological, but in any case the cognitions more or less map it’ (p.
10). Consequently, should a person’s cognition ‘deviate markedly from reality, 
then … the reality which impinges on a person will exert pressures in the direc-
tion of bringing the appropriate cognitive elements into correspondence with 
that reality’ (p.11). Back in 1957, when Festinger wrote these considerations 
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‘the reality impinging on a person’ was a set of tangible elements, i.e. one’s 
community and a more-or-less decipherable and institutionally mediated world. 
Nowadays, because of the extent and the nature of our infinite exchanges, 
such reality has expanded to include abstract entities, the kind of ‘parallel uni-
verses’ that we find in echo chambers. Unfortunately, nowadays echo cham-
bers can easily become the ‘reality’ that impinges on its members. In other 
words, the fake reality of the echo-chambers is the true reality for its adepts. 
And if your friend, your colleague, your neighbour belongs to an echo chamber, 
the fake reality that the latter embeds could be daily at your feet. Pinckers’ de-
piction of Meneses’ hoax bomb is a valid example to see how easily we can be 
fooled into believing reality bubbles.


We can also note that, as Osborne pointed out, it is the abstraction of the soci-
ety based on infinite exchanges that blurs our perception of reality. Pho-
tographs are involuntary contributors because of the versatility of their peculiar 
semantics, which is not only fluid and opaque, but also misleadingly revolves 
around an ‘innocenting’ realism. Digital technology has simply brought to the 
fore the strong yet subtle persuasiveness that photographs have always pos-
sessed, a feature that Barthes (1977) labeled as the paradox of the photo-
graphic message already in his 1961 essay. It is thus clear that photographs’ 
deceptiveness has become more problematic because of the novelty brought 
on by the digital revolution.


We started by showing how the fluidity and opacity of a photograph’s seman-
tics can be effectively used to decipher complex realities. We have just learnt 
how the same features might instead be used to instill and consolidate erro-
neous readings of reality. We shall conclude by reflecting on how photographs 
can help someone debunk her own prejudices.


As we observed, a-acritical reading of a photograph can be either neutral or 
negative for one’s knowledge about one’s environment or about oneself. But, if 
properly used, photographs can prove a precious tool of self-analysis. They al-
low us to ‘look-at-us-looking’ because, thanks to a picture, we can go over and 
over the same frozen scene, the ‘that-has-been’. We are now aware of how vi-
sion is a biological, socio-cultural and psychological construction, but when 
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facing a photograph we can experience what that means exactly. If we con-
front a photograph as frozen reality, at each new gaze we cast on it we can be-
come aware of what we had not previously seen. This is how we become con-
scious of what we prioritise, and of what we overlook: we can become aware 
of our own biases. We can do that in a photographic space because it is se-
mantically open and rich. As 'Margins of Excess’ demonstrates to us, contra-
dictory meanings can safely cohabit the same photograph; they can turn dis-
sent into a space of dialectics; they encourage constructive diversity. If careful-
ly observed, photographs can be a cognitive place of possibility. So maybe in a 
place of ‘natural’ coexistence of contradictory meanings our own inner rigidi-
ties will learn how to flex. Photographs can be a precious place in a society 
where over simplifications of a complex reality subtly push us towards inade-
quate Manicheism. “Of the value traps, the most widespread and pernicious is 
value rigidity. This is an inability to revalue what one sees because of commit-
ment to previous values. In motorcycle maintenance, you MUST rediscover 
what you do as you go. Rigid values makes this impossible.” (RM Pirsig, 1988)




	 46

Conclusion 

Digital technology has drastically altered the social structure of contemporary 
society. In particular the infinity of social exchanges has seriously tarnished 
people’s capacity to manage information, and hence to accurately understand 
reality. Misinformation is spreading at worrying levels.


The capacity of photographs to inform us about the real is crucially dependent 
on the viewers capacity to critically evaluate it. The ideal photographic docu-
mentary is the one that provokes a skeptical gaze. ‘Margins of Excess’ is, in 
this respect, a brilliant example of how fiction can paradoxically be the ideal 
guide to today’s reality.




	 47

Bibliography 

Adler, S., Hunte, T. (2018). Post No Evil August. [NPR Radiolab]. 17 August. 
Avaliable from: https://www.wnycstudios.org/story/post-no-evil.


Barry, A.M.S. (1997), Visual Intelligence: Perception, Image, and Manipulation 
in Visual, Communication. Albany: State University of New York Press.


Barth, J. (1986). A few words about minimalism. The New York Times Archives, 
28 Dec 1986, Page 007001. Available from: https://www.nytimes.com/
1986/12/28/books/a-few-words-about-minimalism.html


Barthes, R. (1977). Image Music Text. In Heath, S., Image, Music, Text. London:  
Fontana. First published in French in 1964.


Boddington, R. (2018) Private detectives and helium balloons: photographer 
Max Pinckers steps into five imagined realities. It’s Nice, 26 Jun. Available 
from: https://www.itsnicethat.com/features/max-pinckers-margins-of-excess-
photography-publication-260618


brandwatch (2018) 121 Amazing Social Media Statistics and Facts: A collection 
of 121 social media statistics and facts looking at the major platforms and how 
people around the world use them for pleasure and business. 2 October Avail-
able from: https://www.brandwatch.com/blog/amazing-social-media-statistics-
and-facts/#section-2


Carr, D. (2013) The Preassure to Be the TV News Leader Tarnishes a Big Brand. 
The New York Times. 21 April. Available from: https://www.nytimes.com/
2013/04/22/business/media/in-boston-cnn-stumbles-in-rush-to-break-
news.html


Caulfeld, T. (2016) From Kim Kardashian to Dr. Oz: The Future Relevance of 
Popular Culture to Our Health and Health Policy, 47 Ottawa L. Rev. 371


https://www.nytimes.com/1986/12/28/books/a-few-words-about-minimalism.html
https://www.nytimes.com/1986/12/28/books/a-few-words-about-minimalism.html
https://www.nytimes.com/1986/12/28/books/a-few-words-about-minimalism.html
https://www.itsnicethat.com/features/max-pinckers-margins-of-excess-photography-publication-260618
https://www.itsnicethat.com/features/max-pinckers-margins-of-excess-photography-publication-260618
https://www.itsnicethat.com/features/max-pinckers-margins-of-excess-photography-publication-260618


	 48
Coca-Cola Journey (2012). A History of Coca-Cola Advertising Slogans. Avail-
able from: https://www.coca-colacompany.com/stories/coke-lore-slogans


Collins, D. (2018). Speaker. Democracy hacked? With Martha Lane Fox, Paula 
Mason and Damian Collins MP. Event organised by The Guardian. London, 30 
October 2018.


Fabry, M. (2017). Here’s How the First Fact-Checkers Were Able to Do Their 
Jobs Before the Internet. Time. 24 August. Available from: http://time.com/
4858683/fact-checking-history/


Festinger, L. (1976) A Theory of Cognitive Dissonance. Stanford, California : 
Stanford University Press.


Luo, L. (2015) Principles of Neurobiology. Chapter 4: Vision (pp.121-164). New 
York, New York: Garland Science, Taylor & Francis Group.


Gabielkov, M., Ramachandran, A., Chaintreau, A., Legout, A. Social Clicks: 
What and Who Gets Read on Twitter?. ACM SIGMETRICS / IFIP Performance 

2016, Jun 2016, Antibes Juan-les-Pins, France. 2016. 〈hal-01281190〉


Kapp, T., Gardiner, A., Honan,K. (2016) Suicidal Man Who Threw Fake Bomb at 
Police in Midtown Ends 6-Hour Standoff. dnainfo. 21 July. Available from: 
https://www.dnainfo.com/new-york/20160721/times-square-theater-district/
nypd-shuts-down-columbus-circle-after-man-throws-fake-bomb-at-police/


Lachowskyj, C. (2018). Margins of Excess: This photographer documented the 
lives of six individuals who embody the inseparability of fact and fiction. Lens-
Culture, Nov. Available from: https://www.lensculture.com/articles/max-pinck-
ers-margins-of-excess#slideshow 


Lewandowsky, S., Ecker, U.K.H., Seifert, C.M.,Schwarz,N., Cook, J., (2012) 
Misinformation and Its Correction: Continued Influence and Successful Debias-
ing. Psychological Science in the Public Interest , Vol 13, Issue 3, pp. 106 - 131


https://www.coca-colacompany.com/stories/coke-lore-slogans
http://time.com/4858683/fact-checking-history/
http://time.com/4858683/fact-checking-history/
https://hal.inria.fr/hal-01281190
https://www.lensculture.com/articles/max-pinckers-margins-of-excess%252523slideshow
https://www.lensculture.com/articles/max-pinckers-margins-of-excess%252523slideshow
https://www.lensculture.com/articles/max-pinckers-margins-of-excess%252523slideshow


	 49
Marshall, J., Halligan, P. (1988) Blindsight and Insight in Visuospatial Neglect. 
Nature, Vol 336, December 1988, pp. 766-7


O’Hagan, S. (2018) What next for photography in the age of Instagram? The 
Guardian. 14 October. Available from: https://www.theguardian.com/artandde-
sign/2018/oct/14/future-photography-in-the-age-of-instagram-essay-sean-o-
hagan?CMP=share_btn_link


Osborne, P. (2010) Infinite exchange: The social ontology of the photographic 
image. Philosophy of Photography, Vol.1, No. 1, pp. 59-68


Paresh, D. (2019), Exclusive - Facebook brings stricter ads rules to countries 
with big 2019 votes. Reuters, 16 Jan. Available from: https://uk.reuters.com/
article/uk-facebook-elections-exclusive/exclusive-facebook-brings-stricter-
ads-rules-to-countries-with-big-2019-votes-idUKKCN1PA0C6


Pinckers, M. http://www.maxpinckers.be/


Pinckers, M. (2108a). Margins of Excess. Gent, Belgium: self-published by Max 
Pinckers. 


Pinckers, M. (2018b). Skype Interview with author, 8 Dec. 2018 (see appendix).


Pinney, C.,Peterson, N. (2003). Photography’s Other Histories, Durham, 
N.C. ; London : Duke University Press: Duke University Press.


Pirsig, M.R., (1988). Zen and the Art of Motorcycle Maintenance. New York: 
Bantam Book 


Ponsford, M. (2018). Max Pinckers tracks the Margins of Excess between truth 
and fiction. British Journal of Photography online. 11 September. Available 
from: https://www.bjp-online.com/2018/09/max-pinckers-tracks-the-margins-
of-excess-between-truth-and-fiction/ 


http://www.maxpinckers.be/


	 50
Rees, G., Wojciulik, E., Clarke, K., Husain, M., Frith, C., Driver, J. (2000) Uncon-
scious activation of visual cortex in the damaged right hemisphere of a parietal 
patient with extinction,  Brain, Volume 123, Issue 8, 1 August 2000, Pages 
1624–1633, https://doi.org/10.1093/brain/123.8.1624


Renz, J. (2014), St Mary Catholic Church - Griffith, Indiana - "Miracle of the 
Tears”, available from: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GrBgRgXHCHQ


Roberts,S. (2015) Herman Rosenblat, 85, Dies: Made Up Holocaust Love Story. 
The New York Times, 21 Feb. Available from: https://www.nytimes.com/
2015/02/22/business/media/herman-rosenblat-85-dies-made-up-holocaust-
love-story.html


Russell, C., Driver, J. (2005). New indirect measures of “inattentive” visual 
grouping in a change-detection task. Perception & Psychophysics (2005) May 
2005, Volume 67, Issue 4, pp 606–623. https://doi.org/10.3758/BF03193518


Seth, A. (2016) The Real Problem: It looks like scientists and philosophers 
might have made consciousness far more mysterious than it needs to be. 
AEON, 2 November Available from: https://aeon.co/essays/the-hard-problem-
of-consciousness-is-a-distraction-from-the-real-one


Shah, S. (2018).  Max Pinckers Interview: On Speculative Documentary. ASX, 
28 Jun. Available from: http://www.americansuburbx.com/2018/07/max-pinck-
ers-interview-speculative-documentary.html


Sambrook, R., and McGuire, S. (2014). Have 24-hour TV news channels had 
their day?

The former director of BBC News, Richard Sambrook, and its ex-head of strat-
egy, Sean McGuire, argue that digital technology has left rolling news channels 
outmoded. The Guardian, 14 February. Available from: https://www.the-
guardian.com/media/2014/feb/03/tv-24-hour-news-channels-bbc-rolling


https://doi.org/10.1093/brain/123.8.1624
https://www.nytimes.com/2015/02/22/business/media/herman-rosenblat-85-dies-made-up-holocaust-love-story.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2015/02/22/business/media/herman-rosenblat-85-dies-made-up-holocaust-love-story.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2015/02/22/business/media/herman-rosenblat-85-dies-made-up-holocaust-love-story.html
https://link.springer.com/journal/13414/67/4/page/1
https://aeon.co/essays/the-hard-problem-of-consciousness-is-a-distraction-from-the-real-one
https://aeon.co/essays/the-hard-problem-of-consciousness-is-a-distraction-from-the-real-one
https://aeon.co/essays/the-hard-problem-of-consciousness-is-a-distraction-from-the-real-one
http://www.americansuburbx.com/2018/07/max-pinckers-interview-speculative-documentary.html
http://www.americansuburbx.com/2018/07/max-pinckers-interview-speculative-documentary.html
http://www.americansuburbx.com/2018/07/max-pinckers-interview-speculative-documentary.html


	 51
Steyerl, H., (2011) Documentary uncertainty. Re-visiones. Available from: http://
re-visiones.net/anteriores/spip.php%3Farticle37.html 


The Onion (2007) Media Landscape Redefined By 24-Second News Cycle. 01 
June. Available from: https://politics.theonion.com/media-landscape-rede-
fined-by-24-second-news-cycle-1819569147


http://re-visiones.net/anteriores/spip.php%25253Farticle37.html
http://re-visiones.net/anteriores/spip.php%25253Farticle37.html


	 52

List of Illustrations 

Pinckers’s photographs are title-less within Margins of Excess. What denotes 
them in this list and in the captions is a description, not a title; therefore, it is 
not written in italics, as a title would. 


Fig.1 Pinckers, M. (2016). Portrait of Herman Rosenblat. On p.9 of Pinckers, M. 
(2108). Margins of Excess. Gent, Belgium: self-published by Max Pinckers.


Fig.2 Pinckers, M. (2016). Portrait of J.J. Armes. On p.33 of Pinckers, M. 
(2108). Margins of Excess. Gent, Belgium: self-published by Max Pinckers.


Fig.3 Pinckers, M. (2016). Portrait of Darius McCollum. On p.97 of Pinckers, M. 
(2108). Margins of Excess. Gent, Belgium: self-published by Max Pinckers.


Fig.4 Pinckers, M. (2016). Portrait of Richard Heene. On p.145 of Pinckers, M. 
(2108). Margins of Excess. Gent, Belgium: self-published by Max Pinckers.


Fig.5 Pinckers, M. (2016). Portrait of Rachel Doleźal. On p.193 of Pinckers, M. 
(2108). Margins of Excess. Gent, Belgium: self-published by Max Pinckers.


Fig.6 Pinckers, M. (2017). Portrait of Ali Alqaisi. On p. 265 of Pinckers, M. 
(2108). Margins of Excess. Gent, Belgium: self-published by Max Pinckers.


Fig.7 Pinckers, M. (2018). Front book cover of 'Margins of Excess'


Fig.8 Pinckers, M. (2018). Back book cover of 'Margins of Excess'


Fig.9 Pinckers, M. (2018). Inside of front book cover of 'Margins of Excess',


Fig.10 Pinckers, M. (2018). Inside of back book cover of 'Margins of Excess'


Fig.11 Pinckers, M. (2018). pp.2,3, 'Margins of Excess’


Fig.12 Pinckers, M. (2018). pp.318,319, 'Margins of Excess’




	 53

Fig.13 Pinckers, M. (2018). pp.4,5, 'Margins of Excess’


Fig.14 Pinckers, M. (2018). pp.6,7, 'Margins of Excess’


Fig.15 Pinckers, M. (2018). p.8 & insert, 'Margins of Excess’


Fig.16 Pinckers, M. (2018). insert & p.9, 'Margins of Excess’


Fig.17 Pinckers, M. (2018). pp.10,11, 'Margins of Excess’


Fig.18 Pinckers, M. (2018). pp.12,13, 'Margins of Excess’


Fig.19 Pinckers, M. (2018). p.192 & insert, 'Margins of Excess’


Fig.20  Pinckers, M. (2018). insert & p.193, 'Margins of Excess’


Fig.21  Pinckers, M. (2018). pp.194,195, 'Margins of Excess’


Fig.22  Pinckers, M. (2018). p.200 & insert, 'Margins of Excess’


Fig.23  Pinckers, M. (2018). pp.214,215, 'Margins of Excess'


Fig.24  Pinckers, M. (2018). pp.216,217, 'Margins of Excess’


Fig.25 Rachel Doleźal, family archive. On p.219 of Pinckers, M. (2108). Margins 
of Excess. Gent, Belgium: self-published by Max Pinckers.


Fig.26 Herman and Roma Rosenblat, family archive, 1958. On p.25 of Pinckers, 
M. (2108). Margins of Excess. Gent, Belgium: self-published by Max Pinckers.


Fig.27 Roberts, A.K. (1976). J.J. Armes. On p.59 of Pinckers, M. (2108). Mar-
gins of Excess. Gent, Belgium: self-published by Max Pinckers.




	 54
Fig.28 NYPD (1985) Darius McCollum. On p123 of Pinckers, M. (2108). Margins 
of Excess. Gent, Belgium: self-published by Max Pinckers.


Fig.29 Powers, W.(2009). Richard Heene's balloon. On p.171 of Pinckers, M. 
(2108). Margins of Excess. Gent, Belgium: self-published by Max Pinckers.


Fig.30 Baldwin, S. (2006) Ali Shalal Qaissi. The New York Times. On p.283 of 
Pinckers, M. (2108). Margins of Excess. Gent, Belgium: self-published by Max 
Pinckers.


Fig.31  Pinckers, M. (2016). On p.19 of Pinckers, M. (2108). Margins of Excess. 
Gent, Belgium: self-published by Max Pinckers.


Fig.32  Pinckers, M. (2016). On pp.28,29 of Pinckers, M. (2108). Margins of Ex-
cess. Gent, Belgium: self-published by Max Pinckers.


Fig.33  Pinckers, M. (2016). On p.47 of Pinckers, M. (2108). Margins of Excess. 
Gent, Belgium: self-published by Max Pinckers.


Fig.34  Pinckers, M. (2016). On p.159 of Pinckers, M. (2108). Margins of Ex-
cess. Gent, Belgium: self-published by Max Pinckers.


Fig.35  Pinckers, M. (2016). On p.158 of Pinckers, M. (2108). Margins of Ex-
cess. Gent, Belgium: self-published by Max Pinckers.


Fig.36  Pinckers, M. (2016). On pp.204,205 of Pinckers, M. (2108). Margins of 
Excess. Gent, Belgium: self-published by Max Pinckers.


Fig.37  Pinckers, M. (2016). On pp.196,197 of Pinckers, M. (2108). Margins of 
Excess. Gent, Belgium: self-published by Max Pinckers.


Fig.38  Pinckers, M. (2016). On pp.228,229 of Pinckers, M. (2108). Margins of 
Excess. Gent, Belgium: self-published by Max Pinckers.


Fig.39  Pinckers, M. (2016). pp.80,81, 'Margins of Excess’
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Fig.40  Pinckers, M. (2016). pp.82,83, 'Margins of Excess’


Fig.41  Pinckers, M. (2016). pp.84,85, 'Margins of Excess’


Fig.42  Pinckers, M. (2016). pp.86,87, 'Margins of Excess’


Fig.43  Pinckers, M. (2016). pp.88,89, 'Margins of Excess’


Fig.44 Donald, P.J (2016), Twitter@JPeter Donald. Available from: https://
www.dnainfo.com/new-york/20160721/times-square-theater-district/nypd-
shuts-down-columbus-circle-after-man-throws-fake-bomb-at-police/


Fig.45 Pinckers, M. (2016). pp.90,91, 'Margins of Excess’


Fig.46  Pinckers, M. (2016). On p.75 of Pinckers, M. (2108). Margins of Excess. 
Gent, Belgium: self-published by Max Pinckers.


Fig.47 Thayer, E. (2018) California-wildfires. A woman in Malibu reacts to dev-
astation on 9 Nov.2018. Reuters


Fig.48  Pinckers, M. (2016). On p.305 of Pinckers, M. (2108). Margins of Ex-
cess. Gent, Belgium: self-published by Max Pinckers


Fig.49 Thayer, E. (2018) Mourners are seen at a vigil for families of victims of a 
mass shooting in Thousand Oaks California. 8 Nov.2018. Reuters
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Appendix: Meeting with Max Pinckers 
December 8th, 2018. A conversation over the net between Max Pinckers and 
Paola Rigamonti


1) PR: Documentary’s self-reflectivity seems very important you. In many of 
your previous interviews you often emphasised how crucial it is for a documen-
tarian to be aware of his/her role of mediator between the subject and the au-
dience, and also to be responsible for the transparency of such mediation to-
wards both the subject and the audience. I would be interested to know how 
this impacted on the way you constructed ‘Margins of Excess’. More specifi-
cally, I would like to know how your aim impacted on your approach to the 
subjects, both when you interviewed them and when you selected the six ar-
chive images that you mention explicitly in the colophon


MP: The interviews are in the yellow pages in the book, and they were done 
using a video camera, an audio-recording device. I set up the video camera 
and I was sitting next to the camera. They were sitting in front of me, and I just 
told them in advance that I would not be asking any questions or as little ques-
tions as possible. I didn’t want to have it as a kind of classic interview – Q&A 
format – and I just wanted them to tell me their story as directly as possible, 
from their own perspective, which most of them did. In some cases I did have 
to ask them questions because they kind of fell quieter or did not know what to 
say anymore. I did intervene sometimes but I tried to do that as little as possi-
ble. Afterwards we made a transcription of the audio from the video and, obvi-
ously, we had to edit that a little bit, we had to make it a little bit shorter. Some 
interviews were one or two hours long, and they also tended to repeat them-
selves quite often. Afterwards, we gave that format of the text that you see in 
the book which is always confined to four pages. 

After every interview there is an image which is found-footage that I selected 
from archives and other sources. I chose to put these images in there because, 
in a way, those are often the pictures that are used against them. There is Dar-
ius McCollum, you have got his mugshot from the police which is an authorita-
tively charged image. For Rachel Doležal you have a picture of where she is 
young, and blonde, and white. That’s the picture that her parents leaked to the 
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press. With Ali Alqaisi it is the picture that appeared on the cover of the NY 
Times. Those images were significant to me to show how also on the level of 
the photographs there has been a large influence on their story, and these pic-
tures were specifically chosen for mainly that reason.


PR: You mention that you and your assistant, Victoria, presented yourself under 
different roles depending upon the subject. Why did they agree to be inter-
viewed by you? What did you tell them: “It’s a book about you”?


MP: Because they all had a kind of a bad experience with the press and the 
media and the news, we decided not to approach them as photojournalists or 
journalists, but to introduce ourselves as artists. This gave them a completely 
different kind of idea of a space in which they could tell their story within the 
context of a gallery or a museum rather than in a newspaper or magazine. That 
made feel them a lot more comfortable because, for them, what was most im-
portant is that their story would be read in an artistic context rather than in a 
kind of popular news media situation. I like this aspect very much because it 
means that art still has a different kind of relationship to stories and to this kind 
of dubious or ambiguous form of truths, in it they can find a space but not 
within the mainstream media.


PR: Did you ask for approval of the edited interview or did you simply publish 
it?


MP: We simply published it.


PR: Did any of the protagonists give you any feedback on the book?


MP I sent every one of them a copy of the book and I got some feedback on it. 
I never got any negative feedback on it. Everybody that received it liked it, en-
joyed it. But I  also didn’t get any kind of, you could say, very elaborate reflec-
tion on it. So everybody who received it liked it.
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2) PR: I find your book very interesting from a semantic point of view, and I re-
ally like the way you studied how to use language vis-a-vis the images. I was 
strongly impressed by your decision to take off all the titles and leave it mostly 
to the images to speak in connection with, and on the same level as, the text. 
But then I went onto your Instagram account, and I realised that a few of your 
images have a title. I was wondering why you chose to give titles outside of the 
book and but not inside of the book.


MP: I don’t give the images titles unless they are presented outside of the con-
text of the book. So, let’s say sometimes you have an exhibition, and there is 
only one image on show, or it gets reproduced somewhere else, in a magazine 
or online. In these situations, I often choose to give the photographs a title be-
cause, since they are so de-contextualised, the title allows some kind of other 
layer of a reading. Also, of course, I don’t want all the images to be called unti-
tled #1, #2, #3, etc. I like to play around with the idea of titles; they can really 
add something to it and it really depends on which context, and how the im-
ages are presented. Instagram is a good example of how a story can be told in 
a different way which is not any more as in a book. It is obviously a completely 
different format, and I experimented with it when I did some take-overs. I did a 
take-over for the Photographers Gallery – and another one or two and there – 
and I combined the images with fragments from the interview or fragments 
from the press text. It completely changed the structure of how the work is 
read because you get the picture together with the piece from the news/text 
from the book. Again, that changes the way it is presented, and it is always in-
teresting to look for new ways of how to show it.


	 3) PR: With regards to the way words connote images, the mini-series on p.
80-91 in ‘Margins of Excess’ caught my attention because here you created 
unusual – at least relatively to the rest of the book – images and also inter-
weaving between text and images. First of all, fig.39 is the only photograph 
where the media has someone behind it, in every other image there is no one 
[MP approves] and also, after seeing so many constructed images, you start 
looking at this image and wonder if this is a set up or if ‘the scene’ was there 
for real. And then, on the following page, there is a film-still, fig.40, and the 
reader can start building a narrative – the huge news-headline from fig.39 leads 
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to the iconic and text messages of fig.40 – about a bomb that was allegedly 
thrown into a police van in Times Square. But then there is a textual narrative, 
fig.41, that does not relate to the photograph over which it has been printed – a 
second exception within the book. Fig.43 is a remake of a press release, fig.44 
– why I wonder? Fig.44 seems to be the moral of the story – on Instagram you 
named this photograph ‘Make It Real’. And at the end, Fig.45 is finally confirm-
ing that, as elsewhere in the book, we never see anyone behind the media. 

I would be interested to know what you would like to share about this se-
quence.


MP: In between the larger stories of the people that are interviewed, whose 
stories are dealt with, there are smaller kinds of mini-stories that deal with the 
news and how there is always some kind of confusion or misinterpretation. This 
little sequence is about a guy who threw a bomb on Times Square while we 
were there. The journalists in fig.39 were there for real, but they were not there 
for the Times Square event. They were there because a colleague of theirs from 
Fox News was being sued for mistreating  female workers, which is a totally 
different reason for why they are in the book. But on the band on top you have 
this news headline mentioning the fake bomb. If you go back a few pages, 
there is a suitcase, those are used by the press to stand on when they are too 
small for the camera. Then the next picture is a CCTV film-still of the guy, Hec-
tor Meneses, throwing the fake bomb in the police car. The image in fig.41 is 
indeed not directly associated with the story but it is a diorama of how a terror-
ist is represented in some kind of war museum. They [US] like dioramas in their 
museum exhibits, and this is a terrorist who has been shot in his car. I associ-
ated this image because it is a black guy and I would like to hint towards these 
police brutalities of young black men being shot in their cars. It is a reference to 
that. And also Meneses’s story ended up in a car chase and he didn’t get shot 
in reality, but he could have ended up like that. But the person in the photo-
graph is a doll and it’s not real.

Fig.42 is indeed a reconstruction of the fake bomb. I found it very interesting 
because it is  a bomb that was thought to be real, which then ended up being 
fake, which was then photographed, fig.44, in the context of a news report. I 
then recreated and I made a  kind of fake version of a real fake-bomb. So there 
is a lot of back and forth there which I really enjoy. Also it is not like in other 
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parts of the book, where on the page next to fig.42 you would have some little 
text. Here I left it away because I did not want to make it too obvious, but I am 
very happy that you figured it out. I think you are the first one who has actually 
found that, that this is a reference to a press photograph.

The image of the coke, fig.43, was for me a way of referencing to the involve-
ment of brands in the news industry, so sponsoring, and product placement, 
and the kind of intertwining of big companies and news companies. But, for 
me, it also forms sort of  little commercial break in-between the broadcast and 
the little commercials. If you think of Coca-Cola the aesthetics clearly reference 
the classical American colour photography of William Eggleston and things like 
that. The reason why it’s called ‘Make It Real’ is because ‘Make it real’ was a 
Coca-Cola slogan some years ago.


PR: This is a very interesting way of associating things. Thank you for this ex-
planation for I wanted to use this series to epitomise the fake-of-the-real within 
the media. The title ‘Make It Real” also reads very well with what  Richard 
Heene said in his interview: “With respect to the press, the way they blew the 
whole thing up…”


	 4) PR: How do you feel about your images being taken by other people, like 
the journalists who interview you and then decide which photographs to select 
and how to display them in the article? When your work goes out of your care-
fully thought-of construction, when photographs are extrapolated from the 
context that you crafted around them how do you feel: misrepresented? What 
happens?


MP: Usually I am very, very strict about the way the work is represented in that 
kind of context. I still try to make the selection myself; to always see things be-
fore they are published; to kind of do my best to maintain that the work is pre-
sented in its best possible way. But what I found interesting in ‘Margins of Ex-
cess’ is kind of critiquing this news, popular news, media and entertainment 
industry and so on. And I find it interesting that when, in turn, people wrote 
about the book and about me sometimes, sometimes my work gets misunder-
stood and misused in the same way that the people have experienced in the 
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book. So, again, is being re-consumed by the things I have been criticising. 
And I find that quite an interesting experiment to see how this process hap-
pens, to understand how it works, and so sometimes there would be spelling 
mistakes and people would get facts wrong and I would just like deliberately 
leave that as it is in there. To be honest it kind of stopped at some point; I 
thought it was really not so interesting in itself. That said, I did find that now I 
am also being mediated, and being published, and asked about what is true 
and what is not true. I am kind of having a similar – well obviously not so ex-
treme as the people that I talked to – way of being dealt with. But the most im-
portant thing, something that I would always make very clear when the work is 
being published, is that the people in the book never get attacked in the same 
way that they have been. For me it is very important that, whenever  the work is 
being written about, the people writing about the book absolutely respect the 
people’s stories and do not criticise them the same way that they have been 
treated before: I do not want to reimpose the same trauma on them.


PR: Speaking about care, I did notice that you interviewed Darius McCollum on 
Dec. 27, at the time he was incarcerated. Receiving visits over Christmas in 
such circumstances can make a huge positive impact. Always regarding the 
respect of the people I would like to ask you something about a graphic detail: 
your use of yellow. The interview pages are printed on the same yellow as the 
inside cover of the book, and I do not think this is an unforeseen coincidence 
because you paid attention to the finest graphic detail, and every choice seems 
to be connotative of something. This is how I interpreted it: the yellow of the 
inside cover epitomises the skin of a living organism that finds in the yellow 
pages – the protagonists’ narratives – its backbone. Is that correct? [Pinckers 
approves] Good: I could not find it in any interview and I wanted to make sure I 
did not go off-track.


MP Yes and also a small detail which was important for the design of the book 
that yellow pages are numbered and bound in whereas grey are exogenous 
and glued on ... and this is a similar concept.
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5) PR: You took so much care in doing this book that anybody accusing you of 
not being factual is being superficial. It takes a lot of time to check this book 
but every time you dig down you always end up with a fact, or a fragment. That 
said the acted scenes that you photographed are quite puzzling, just like your 
cover image. What can you tell me about these images, this fiction, and these 
tropes? More specifically, you often mentioned in your interviews that the cover 
image was taken on the day Donald Trump was elected – you were in the US at 
the time. There is a theme about US presidency that runs through the book: are 
you perhaps hinting at Hito Steyerl’s writings about the way government com-
munication is beyond representations – as you cited in your ASX interview? 
Could it also be read as a comment on the fact that what really counts is 
somehow in a corner of our attention and in the meantime, in the media, the 
sensational things take over what in the end will really affect our lives?


MP: Part of the work that I did with ‘Trophy Camera’ is a bit of a tongue-and-
cheek thing about  but what I am interested in. When you do a brief analysis of 
press photography or photojournalism, you see a lot of the same images com-
ing back. These are what we call tropes, templates, or stereotypes. And when I 
was in the US I wanted to include these tropes in the work; therefore, I began 
to look at what the standardised format of the media are in this kind of enter-
tainment-driven news industry. So after trying a couple of different things, we 
decided to work with young actors, and to have them act out these kinds of 
images. Actually we had a little booklet that collected a lot of photojournalistic 
pictures that I had put together in a book as an example for the actors to look 
at. A lot of those images actually contain pictures from 9/11, from the attack on 
that day, and there are a lot of tropes that you see there but also from other ter-
ror attacks. At the end of the day, you always see the same kind of images in 
the press. They have a clear emotional connection that the reader can identify 
with, much more than with the event itself. You could say it was almost an at-
tempt at making like stock photography in a photojournalistic context. You can 
make archetypical images that can be used whenever something happens as 
the most ideal form of that trope. We did a lot more extreme things as well, 
there were people in pieta’ positions, being carried on the road. I chose in the 
end to only work with close ups of the actors where you can see them crying, 
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you can see the emotions in their faces. I decided to exclude these very clearly 
overacted scenes. I think that also again brings together a lot of the things in 
the book itself. Again, there is this kind of emotion-driven work where nothing 
actually happened, but you have actors pretending that something happened, 
and it is embedded in a documentary context. It is also not clear if it is a reen-
actment or who these people are, what they are doing there. I really liked the 
way it worked; it also gave me another layer of types of images. For example I 
wouldn’t put a picture on the cover of the book that was associated with only 
one person. It is nice to have, again, something that is sort of a side track, or 
something that doesn’t necessarily belong to one person.


PR: Is the idea of Hito Steyerl’s politics of representation tied to all these 
things?


MP: I did not read Hito Steyerl when I was making the book, I only discovered 
her work afterwards. They are also general concepts. Hito Steyerl reprocessed 
things that come back in many different works when you start reading about 
photography and politics of representation. Especially in documentary, it is al-
ways something that should always be dealt with in a way.


6) PR: 'Margins of Excess' requires contemplation but the contemporary man/
woman has little time and, according to several studies, his/her span of atten-
tion is getting shorter and shorter. How would you comment on it?


MP: One of the main things that I find very important is, from the perspective of 
a documentary maker, or an artist, or someone who is trying to deal with reality 
and translating that, is that this kind of work does not shy away from complexi-
ty. I think that it is absolutely necessary to present things in their complex 
forms, and that simplifying things down to kind of bitesize pieces of informa-
tion, and click-bait, and one liners, is very much what the news media is doing 
today. Or at least it holds for the social media or any kind of mass communica-
tion form, and this is totally the opposite of how complex things actually are. 
That is what is really important: that, yes, it is actually complex. And yes, it 
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might actually take time, and might not be so easily understood. But it is there. 
Even though it is not a kind of final certain form because there is still a lot of 
confusion, and unknown things, and sometimes subconscious things, and 
blind spots in the work but at least [the work] is trying to deal with this com-
plexity on many different levels. And I think that this is really important. And this 
is maybe why a book form is a good vehicle for this, because you can put it 
aside you can pick it up again. It’s finite, the book is not going to multiply every 
time you put it in the shelf. It is what it is at the end of the day, and you can 
take your time to read it. Which I think it is really good, it works really well, in 
my opinion.


7) PR: Have you ever considered doing a documentary about something that is 
more objective, that is not controversial? I do realise that you chose such sub-
jects on purpose to show that reality is complex. I am also thinking – on top of 
what you said – that nowadays it is very difficult also to talk about plain vanilla 
reality because of photoshop. Have you ever thought of trying to challenge that 
problem?


MP: You mean something very simple, very real, without any duality? 


PR: Exactly. How to represent that nowadays, so that when I see it I do not 
have to think “is Pinckers – or any other photographer – going to lie to me 
about that? Is it true or is it fake?” Just as an example, Gursky crafts images 
that look very realistic but they are not. 


MP: I think that there will always be some kind of counter-tendency; you can 
see that photography is developing more and more into this questioning about 
something being real or not and that, and let’s look at deconstructing images 
and finding out how they relate to reality, but on the other end this will probably 
create a counter-reaction where there is a reality-hunger – some kind of need 
for something that is just real, and that doesn’t have this kind of contemplative 
deconstructive element to it. You can already see it now a little bit in this kind 
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of new tendency of photography works like Raymond Meeks for example, a 
new tendency where you have got a lot of black and white, very sober, very 
straightforward imagery which is at the same time kind of poetic but which has 
a very almost one-to-one relationship with what’s being shown and that it is not 
about reality and fiction and this kind of questioning. It is a completely different 
approach that has a very different relationship to reality; I am sure the pendu-
lum is always swinging back and forth. Probably I will try to do something that 
is completely at the other end of the spectrum at one point, but right now I am 
being led from one project to another and I just continue with the task that I am 
on. So we will see.



