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In What Photography Is, James Elkins examines the strange and alluring power
of photography in the same provocative and evocative manner as he explored oil
painting in his best-selling What Painting Is. In the course of an extended
imaginary dialogue with Roland Barthes's Camera Lucida, Elkins argues that
photography is also about meaninglessness--its apparently endless capacity to
show us things that we do not want or need to see--and also about pain, because
extremely powerful images can sear permanently into our consciousness.
Extensively illustrated with a surprising range of images, the book demonstrates
that what makes photography uniquely powerful is its ability to express the
difficulty--physical, psychological, emotional, and aesthetic--of the act of seeing.
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In What Photography Is, James Elkins examines the strange and alluring power of photography in the same
provocative and evocative manner as he explored oil painting in his best-selling What Painting Is. In the
course of an extended imaginary dialogue with Roland Barthes's Camera Lucida, Elkins argues that
photography is also about meaninglessness--its apparently endless capacity to show us things that we do not
want or need to see--and also about pain, because extremely powerful images can sear permanently into our
consciousness. Extensively illustrated with a surprising range of images, the book demonstrates that what
makes photography uniquely powerful is its ability to express the difficulty--physical, psychological,
emotional, and aesthetic--of the act of seeing.
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Editorial Review

Review

'The most exciting feature for me of this fascinating book was its articulation of the importance of
writing in our engagement with photography. Writing for Elkins means the capacity to elicit articulate
intensity in the tracking of the intricate turns and balances that can, and should, take place in a mind
responding to expressive non-discursive materials. Here the distinctive feature of photography as a
medium is not the punctum or the pursuit of sublimity but the photograph's powers for producing
self-reflexive attention to how the work makes us see our own seeing--a power that is at risk when we
become proud of the rhetorics that displace what the engagements of distinctive writing can bring to
our attention.' -  Charles Altieri, University of California, Berkeley

'In an impassioned dialogue with Roland Barthes, Jim Elkins argues that photography is not "about"
representation and memory?those aspects of the Barthean punctum; rather, photography is "at war
with our attention." If we focus on its essential materiality and physicality, photography shows us
things we would often prefer not to see?the "splotches and stains, cracks, unpleasant shadows, errant
dust" in our natural environment as well as the human pain too hard to look at and yet unavoidably
there. What is given by photography is the "grainy substance of the world" in all its irritating
contradictions, its "displeasures"--the aporias that make the act of seeing itself so difficult. Elkins’s
disillusioned meditation on how photography actually works upon the viewer is as original as it is
profound.'  Marjorie Perloff, author of Radical Artifice: Writing Poetry in the Age of Media and Unoriginal
Genius: Poetry by Other Means in the 21st Century

About the Author

James Elkins is E.C. Chadbourne Chair in the Department of Art History, Theory, and Criticism at the
School of the Art Institute of Chicago. He is the author of Pictures and Tears, How to Use Your Eyes, Stories
of Art, Visual Studies, Why Are Our Pictures Puzzles, Our Beautiful, Dry, and Distant Texts, On the Strange
Place of Religion in Contemporary Art, and Master Narratives and Their Discontents, all published by
Routledge.

He is editor of Art History Versus Aesthetics, Photography Theory, Landscape Theory, The State of Art
Criticism, and Visual Literacy, all published by Routledge.

Users Review

From reader reviews:

France Brown:

The book What Photography Is make one feel enjoy for your spare time. You can utilize to make your
capable far more increase. Book can to become your best friend when you getting stress or having big
problem with the subject. If you can make reading a book What Photography Is to be your habit, you can get
considerably more advantages, like add your current capable, increase your knowledge about a few or all
subjects. It is possible to know everything if you like start and read a e-book What Photography Is. Kinds of



book are several. It means that, science book or encyclopedia or other individuals. So , how do you think
about this guide?

Ana Worcester:

This What Photography Is tend to be reliable for you who want to be considered a successful person, why.
The key reason why of this What Photography Is can be among the great books you must have is actually
giving you more than just simple looking at food but feed an individual with information that perhaps will
shock your preceding knowledge. This book is handy, you can bring it just about everywhere and whenever
your conditions both in e-book and printed kinds. Beside that this What Photography Is giving you an
enormous of experience such as rich vocabulary, giving you trial run of critical thinking that we understand
it useful in your day activity. So , let's have it appreciate reading.

Christina Fitts:

Reading a reserve can be one of a lot of action that everyone in the world likes. Do you like reading book
thus. There are a lot of reasons why people enjoy it. First reading a book will give you a lot of new facts.
When you read a guide you will get new information mainly because book is one of several ways to share
the information as well as their idea. Second, examining a book will make you more imaginative. When you
looking at a book especially fiction book the author will bring one to imagine the story how the characters do
it anything. Third, you may share your knowledge to other folks. When you read this What Photography Is,
you could tells your family, friends as well as soon about yours book. Your knowledge can inspire the others,
make them reading a guide.

Mike Costello:

This What Photography Is is great e-book for you because the content which can be full of information for
you who else always deal with world and possess to make decision every minute. This specific book reveal it
information accurately using great coordinate word or we can state no rambling sentences inside. So if you
are read this hurriedly you can have whole data in it. Doesn't mean it only provides straight forward
sentences but challenging core information with attractive delivering sentences. Having What Photography Is
in your hand like obtaining the world in your arm, details in it is not ridiculous one particular. We can say
that no publication that offer you world with ten or fifteen moment right but this e-book already do that. So ,
it is good reading book. Hey Mr. and Mrs. occupied do you still doubt that?
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