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In Defense of the Poor Image

N

I Nednr e of the Foor image

Fito Steyerd

The peorimage is a copy in motion. its quality is
bad, tsresolutor substandard. As It accelerates,
it deteriorates |t aa ghest of animags, a proview,
a thumbnail, an ereant ides anitinerant imags
distributed for fras, squeszed through slow dig tal
cornecticns, comprassad reproduced, npped,
remixcd, a5 well 35 copicd and pastad into other
chanrela of distribution.

Thepeorimageisaragorarip;anAVigra
JPEG, a lurpen preletariatinthe class society of
apnearancss, ranked anc valued accord ng toits
resalLtion. The pocr imapa has baenuploscec,
cownloadec, shared, refecrmatted, znd reedited,
Iz transforms quality irto acceszibility, axhibition
value into cult value, filims into clipg, cantemplacion
irtndistraction, The imags is liberated from the
vaults of Cinemas and archives ana thrust into digi-
taluncertainty, at the expanse of its own suhstance,
The paor imeg OVIArt g3
wvisualiceain its very bec

The peer image ie anillicic fiftn garerstion
baastard of an ariginalimage, |Ls genealogy 15 duki-
aus 1= file rames are de berately mizspelled. It
often defies patrimony, nztienal culture, or incere
CORPYright. It is passed unas d lura, a decay, anindax,

s lovsard abstraction:itis =

ge inthe hirst plana
Puurimages are the contamporary Wretnhes
of the Screen, thedehriz of gudiovisual preouction,
the trash that waskes up on the Jigital economies'
shares. They tastify to the violent digloeaticn, trans-
lerrals,and dizplacsmeans ofimages—their scoel-
arationand circulation withir the vicicus cycles of



mud-cvisual capitaliem. PEOF images are draggead

around tha gloke as cammed Lies or ther el ligies,
as gifte oras bounty. They spreac pleasure or death

tFreats, censpiracy theories or bootleps, resistance
orstultificat on. Paor images shaw the rere, tha
obwvious, and the unbealievable: —thatis, if we can
st manage to dec pherit.

Low Rasolutions

Inane af Wecdy Allen's films the main char
acter isnut of focus! It's not atechnizal problem
aul aame sort of diaeszea that has befsllan hm his
.mageic consistertly vlurred. Since Aller"s char-
acteris an actor,th sbecomras amajorprablem:he
isunakble to find work. Hiz lack of def inition turns
ir'ln .l nmluli.«l pmblum qu Iﬁ'ﬂml"hd “’j

bemgout offocul lmuls onds valn‘o‘l's’m"‘lrﬁﬁc.
The contemporary hlerarchy of Images, hoviever, |5
nat only based en sharpnesa, but also anc primrarily
cn rasclution. Just look &1 any s sctronics store and
this system, descrinad by Harun Farcckiinanatah e
2007 interview, becomes immeciately apparert.”

In the class society of images, cinematakes on the
role of aflagship stare. Ir flagship stares nigh-end
producrs are marketed inanupscale envirorment.
Mcre affordable derivativea of the zame images
circulate as DVUs, o= broadzast television, or onling,
as poorimages.

Chbvicusly, a high-resoluticn image locks more
brillizntand mpressve, mera mimedic an:d mag «,
mere scary and seductive than a poor cne. It is more
rick, sote speak. hew, even consumaer formats ars
increasinply adapting tc the tasces of clneastes and
esthetes, whoinsisted cn 35 mm film as a guarantea
uf pristnevisualily, The insistence v poe aralug film
as the sole med um of visualimpeortanee resoundec

In Bedenge of the “oor Image

NitaSteyerl

artists viewing conies are bartera:dd Many works of
avant-garde, eegayiatic, and ncncommarcial cinema
have besnresurractec as poorimages Wosthar they
like t<rnot,

Privatization and Piracy

Thatrzra prints of miltant, experimensal,
and classiczl works of cinema az well asvideo art
reappearas poorimages is 5 gv/ticanton another
level. Their stuat on “eveals much maore than the
cortent or appesrsnce of the imsgese themselves ©
alsa reveals the conditions of thelr marzinalization,
the constellation of snc al forees leading to tneir
online circulation aa noor 'mapss.” Poorimages ara
poor because they ars rot assigned any value witrin
the clags society of mages—their status az licitor
degraded grantst on fram its critaria.
Thair lack of sesclulion sltusts Lo their appropria-
ton and displacement '

Coviously, ttis conditan is rot on.y cornected
to the necliberal restructuring of media productior
and dig tel tachnelogy; it also hes to do with the post
socialiet and posteolonial restructur ng of natisn
states, thei- cultures, and the r archivea. Whils aame
natinn-ctates are dismantled cr fall apart, rew cul-
tures and traditiorsare rvanted anc new histories
crestuc. This obwiously zlso 2 Tecls film archives—
in many ¢aces, awacle beritage of film printsis lef:
witrout its supporting framework of nztional culture,
Al nnea abservad in the case of & film museumin
Sarajevo, the national a<chiva can find ita naxt life in
the form cf a video-rental store.® Pirgls copies sewyp
out of such archives through cizorganized privatiza-
tion. Onthe ather hand, even the Br tish Library sells
off rzs contentg online at estronomical prices.

As Kodwo Lshun nas noted, pocr images
circulate partly in the veid Left by state cinemra




Poorimages arc thus popular moges —imsges
thatcan b made and aean by tha many. They
oxpress all thecontradictions of the contem zorary
crowd: itz opportunierm, narcizslem, desire for
astonomy and creation. its inability to focus or maku
up its mind, ilsconsiant readir mss fur Lransgression
and girr Jltaneaus subm aginn ? Altagarher, poar
images oresen ¥ snapcshot of the attective candition
of the crowd, e neurcsis, paranoia, and fear, as
wall as ts crav rg lnr mt:-' narry, fun, and dlstrac-

mur they also oxpwss H cundltlor' of
cematerialization, sharad not anty wit the legacy
cf Canceptua’ art but ahove all with conterrporary
modes of eerrictic oroducticn.”” Captal's sematic
turn, as deserbed by Felix Guattari! plays in favor
¢f the zrealion and dissemination of compressad
and flexib e data packagestha can be integrated
mko ever-newscr combinations and sequences™
Tris flattaaing-out ¢f visual content—the
concept-in-hacoming of the images—positions
e withina general nformational turn, w thin
ezenermies of knowledge Lhat learimapss and their
captinng aut of context into the swirl of permanent
cap talist deterritorialization.” The history of
Ceneestual art gescrites th a dematerialization

at

&2
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of the art abject first as o resistant move against
the fet sh value of visib lity. Than, howaver, the
dematarializec art object turns out te ha parfectly
adapted to the semioticization of egpital, arg thus
0 the cosceptual turn of capitalism . |n a way, the
pocrimage i xun el o soiarn teasion. On the
oreharc, toperates against the fetish value cf
kigh reselution, O the othar hancg, thisis precizely
wayitalao endsup beirg perfectly integrated intg
ar inforrration capitaligm thriving on cnmpvessed
attention spars, cnimpression rathar thar immer-
sion, on intensity rather than cantemplation, on
previaws rathar Lhan scraenings,

Comrade, what Is your visual bond today?

Rus, simultanecusly, s paradox’'cal reversal
happens The circulat o~ of pocr images creates a
ciccuit, which fulfills the crig nel ambitions of
militart and {gome] essavistic and exserimantal
sinema—Lo create an allernal v econemy of
images, animperfect cinema exictinginz ce as well
a5 bayond and under commercidl mec a atreams,
Inthe age of file sharing, even marginal zad content
circulatus agair ard reconnec’s disparsad vorld-
wide audiences.

mn e no Iongcr ar cboccc wuth naclass cal
public sphere mediated and supported oy the frame
of tha natian-srete or corporat o, but floats on

the surface of temperaryand dunicus data poels.”



Bvrrfting away from the vaultz af cinema, it is
prepelled onto new ane ephemerz| screens stitched
together by thedesires of d spereed spectators,
Thecirculation of pocr imuges thus creates
“visual oonds,"” as Dziga Varrov once called them '
Thievisur! berd was, accordir g 1o Yertcw, supposed
to link the workers of the warle w th wach othgr " 3
Heimagined 4 sor: of commurst,viguzal, Adamiz
languagetratcou.d nctenly inform or entartain,
autalasargarize itaviewers. In asanze his dream
nzs come trud, if mostly urder the ~ule of a global
nformaticn capitalism whose avdnces are | nked
almost in @ phyzical senee by mutual exe tement,
affective attunemeant, ane aniety
Buttherzisalzotne circulatior ard procus-
tion efpoaerirazes based ¢ cellphone cameras,
rome computarg, and unconventional form g of
diatribut cr. s optical connestionz - ca. ective

editing, file sharing, ar grassraats dissnbution
circuizs—reveal errztic and coincidental links
Letwesr producurs everywhare, which simy tane-
ously oonatitute dispersed audience:.

The cireulation of poar images feanz into
bath capitalist meadia assembly | ~ex and alterna-
t ve audoown.al ooonomles Iﬂmm

CHIAT A"

Nt poar

informat '~j NG rouIte u=rtov’s vls.a. borcs the
mta ‘nationalist workers' pedapogias that Peter
Weias ceaarihad in The Lesthatics of Kesistance,
tka circurtt of Third Cinemaand Tr cartinantalism,
of nonaligned Milmmaking and thinking. The poor
image—ambivzlent as ite status may he—thus
takasirs plase inthe genealngy of carhan cop ad
pamphlets cine-train ag t-prop films, urderground

“
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vdao magazines and othar noncontermist materi-
als, wshich sesthetically often usec pnar rmatariale.
M nreaver, it reactual zes imacy of the histerical
iceas assceiated with these circu s, ameng others
verows idea of the visual bond.

Imagine somebady fram the past with a barst
ask ngyou, "Comrace, what is yeur visual bond
taday?”

Youmignt answer: Cisthic Ink tothe arasent.

Now!

The pacr mageemacd esthe atterhite ot
many farmear masterpigcas of cinema and videao art.
It has beer expellec fram the zsheltercd paradise
that cinerra ssams to have once oasn,'® Aftar baing
kicked aut efthe pretected and efter protectionist
arena of national culture, discarcec from cemmer-
e al erenlatinog, thegsaworks nave beenme fravalers
Inadigtal no-mar's-land, constartly shifting their
resulution ard Tormat, spred srd madis, scmatimes
avenlosing names anc creditsalangthe way

Nav: many uf thr-sc wnrksare hack—as ponr
[mages I admlt. 0 = ' i
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Each section can be read separately... But the whole reveals a greater pattern.
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