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AD5002/002: Representation- ‘The Real’ 

 

 

What does the word photography mean? Literally, it stands for writing with 

light, but for wildlife photographers it also holds another meaning- a moment of 

absolute realism that shall never be identically experienced again. Yet in our digital 

era the notion of truth and reality as it’s understood in relation to images is far more 

complicated than first appears. Whilst some may say that the distinction between 

reality and the real is obvious there are others that are capable of seeing deeper into 

the realm of the real and the power of representation; they can appreciate that there is 

more than what is “obvious”. The digital era has allowed an increasing number of 

people to get closer to photography, be it as a photographer or as a consumer of 

images. It is practically impossible to escape the constant stream of imagery the 

media and the like throw at us today and deciphering what it real and what is a 

representation of the real is not something many people even consider. It is taken for 

granted by the majority that images (wildlife photos in particular) are a genuine 

depiction of the truth. Yet with ever improving technologies and editing softwares, 

elucidating between the real and the notion of the real is forever becoming 

increasingly difficult. Wildlife photography runs the risk of being considered as a 

manipulated reality, where wildlife images are not seen as a true representation of a 

real thing but rather as a gateway to an imaginary world, surely enthralling, but not 

real.  

 

Representations are glued to everything. A picture merely tells you what 

something looked like at a certain moment in time, it doesn’t tell you what, why or 
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how; the image (object photographed) is given meaning by its representation that then 

constructs its reality. That particular reality as we understand it is produced through a 

cultural language that we can only understand if we speak that individual language. 

“Culture is the way we make sense of / give meaning to the world… Culture consists 

of maps of meaning” (Hall, n/d). For example, the symbol of the swastika has a 

different reality depending on how it has been culturally represented. In literal terms it 

is a symbol of a hooked cross, however this sign then signifies very mixed 

connotations depending on one’s language. The semiotics of the symbol do not have 

an intrinsic meaning yet through representation we signify meaning and therefore its 

sense of reality. Historically the swastika was used at least 5,000 years before Adolf 

Hitler designed the Nazi flag (its most notorious connotation). The word swastika 

comes from the Sanskrit svastika, which means “good fortune” or “well-being." The 

motif (a hooked cross) appears to have first been used in Neolithic Eurasia... To this 

day it is a sacred symbol in Hinduism, Buddhism, Jainism, and Odinism. (Holocaust 

Encyclopedia, 2013). Yet in the modern day culture of many European, American and 

other languages/cultures the swastika represents dictatorial and evil connotations. It is 

this process of representation that gives things meaning as [the symbols’] reality does 

not exist without representation. Therefore the meanings of things depend on how 

they are represented- nothing has a fixed denotation before that, things mean through 

convention (language). “In Lacan’s account, the meanings that give us our sense of 

reality are always acquired from outside. We learn to mean from other people, from a 

language that exists before we are born into it…” (Belsey, 2005, p5) Our language 

and culture and therefore sense of reality exist before we are even aware of 

representation. We are self-sufficient individuals that are determined by/constructed 

by the beliefs and ideas that circle around us- we are a product of the language we 
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speak. “…language will always come between us and direct contact with the real.” 

(Belsey, 2005, p5) without language (or representation) meaning could not be 

exchanged in the world.   

 

 Much as the language it is read by determines a picture’s meaning so is the 

reality that is represented in it. It is very common for people to have the attitude that 

there is an uncomplicated connection between the two (representation and reality) 

however this is simply not the case. Everyone lives in reality but every reality is 

different, even male versus female realities differ from those living in the matching 

culture. We are part of the same language but experience completely different 

actualities.  “This is reality” is how we are told to perceive existence through a certain 

set of ideologies lain out way before we are born. We are encouraged to accept life as 

reality/how it is. Wildlife photographers spend their lives representing a reality that 

many people may not ever experience for themselves, yet whilst the images seem so 

truthful many are in fact an illusion of reality. They have been premeditated by the 

photographer in order for them to capture “the shot” that best represents ‘reality’ in its 

most genuine state whilst comprising an aesthetically beautiful quality. Yet the 

photographer has organised the lighting, composition, framing, angle etcetera of the 

image to represent his or her notion of reality. The images are almost more real than 

real; a perfect representation of a reality we may never witness for ourselves. We can 

only assume that that is a genuine depiction of the real. “For Baudrillard, postmodern 

culture is marked by an all-encompassing flow of fascinating simulations and images. 

He calls this a hyper reality, in which we are overloaded with images and 

information… We live everywhere in an "aesthetic" hallucination of reality 

(Baudrillard, 1983a: 148)” (Barker, 2003, p212). An example of this is Michael 
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‘Nick’ Nichols photograph The Presidents crown (Fig. 1) a photograph of a giant 

sequoia tree that consists of 126 images stitched together to make up one final image 

of the gigantic tree. This photo is a representation of the real, an illusion of reality that 

was aimed “to show the tree as it couldn't possibly be seen from the ground” (Ashton 

and Constable, 2013, p25). In order to capture the breadth and height of this giant it 

involved “a complicated pulley system rigged up in a neighbouring giant, three 

cameras, pictures taken in tandem at set intervals from top to bottom, and a complex 

computer exercise stitching together the final mosaic of 126 images” (Ashton and 

Constable, 2013, p25). Belsey best questions these actions by asking how do you tell 

the difference between reality and illusion and is reality a product of the mind? 

(Belsey, 2005, p3) The Presidents crown is a subjective construction of authenticity 

that has blended physical reality with virtual reality leading the viewers and Nichols 

himself to believe that what they are looking at is ‘real’. This simulation of reality can 

lead individuals to be more involved with the hyper-real world and less with the 

physical real world before them. It would be impossible for someone to witness The 

Presidents crown in real life to how it has been represented in the photograph; yet 

people do not question how it has been exposed to them. The reality of the tree has 

been created around us rather than genuinely experienced.   

 

Another example of a wildlife photographer representing the illusion of the 

real is Luis Javier Sandoval and his photograph Dive Buddy (Fig. 2). “The turtles are 

so used to seeing people in the water that they think we're just part of the 

environment,” says Sandoval, “This metre-long female, grazing on seagrass, took no 

notice of me, apart from glancing up briefly” (Sandoval, 2013, p50). This false sense 

of reality and representing the real goes undisputed in our image-saturated culture, as 
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we demand sentimental images of wildlife that are closer and more personal than ever 

before. People want a good picture, a dramatic shot that shows “real life” wildlife in 

its natural habitats whilst being an exciting vision. Yet this is a complete illusion, as 

its natural habitats would never include human interaction such as with Dive Buddy. 

We kid ourselves into thinking we are representing the real yet really we have created 

our own version of the real; we have created an illusion of actuality; it has been 

constructed and staged to appear to be reality. A “wild” sea turtle would not allow a 

human to be as close to it as the one pictured; Dive Buddy is a product of photography 

and how Sandoval has chosen to represent that particular turtle. This sense of reality 

is a leap of faith into the authenticity of Sandoval’s perspective and imagining how 

we know the animals and the way in which we understand them. “The Real is what 

does not depend upon my idea of it” (Belsey, 2005, p4). We can only go on this 

particular representation of a turtle to think we know the reality of its existence.  

 

Similarly Lionfish bait (Fig. 3) by Alex Tattersall is a reality most can only 

experience through a form of representation. This underwater world has been 

portrayed to us through carefully edited, collected and specifically created images that 

the photographer wants us to see, “I had to make sure that I didn’t overexpose the 

shiny, silver scales or create “noise” by highlighting particles in the water, while all 

the time being aware of the sites strong currents” (Tattersall, 2013, p79). People are 

led to believe that they have knowledge of the underwater world and therefore know 

the reality of it when in fact they merely know a specific representation of that 

particular unknown. Likewise The great gape (Fig. 4) by Bence Máté has the notion 

of reality but has in fact had its liberties taken with it. There is no way one could ever 

experience in real life what this image represents; however thanks to technology we 
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can see ‘reality’ from “a fish’s point of view” (Ashton and Constable, 2013, p86). 

Máté “built a large, floating, deep-water pool, designed a complicated water-filtering 

system and then set about devising a way to photograph the birds remotely. To control 

what was being taken under water and to check the images on a laptop, he devised a 

special remote-control system involving a lot of wire” (Ashton and Constable, 2013, 

p86). The reality of this image is already planned out, the space/angle pre determined, 

the entire scenario already set up to create the illusion of reality. There is a complete 

lost sense of authenticity/real experiences; we have shifted from being to having, from 

living to consuming, in a world saturated with images depicting the real. Real life has 

diminished to “acting” in a media spectacle that we didn’t design, just simply got 

caught up in. “When the real is no longer what it used to be, nostalgia assumes its full 

meaning” (Baudrillard, 1983, p12).  

 

 To conclude, we live in a society where we are seduced and entertained in a 

world of imagery, where we don’t always have access to reality, simply to 

representations of the real. Our notions of reality with regards to wildlife 

photography, in particular underwater images, depend on how certain photographers 

choose to present the world to us. We may never witness the scenes exhibited to us 

yet regard those images as reality without question. Whilst it is undisputable that the 

world itself exists, nothing has a God given meaning, there is just ‘stuff’ around us. 

Be it a chair, a bridge, a fish or turtle, this ‘stuff’ becomes part of our reality when we 

incorporate it into our lives, uses or culture. We give meaning to the world depending 

on one’s languages and that ‘stuff’ will be treated accordingly; how these objects are 

represented to us determines our conception of their reality/meaning. We may be 

permanently stuck in an illusion of reality, or our perceptions of the world may 
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actually match up to reality “Our mastery of the world depends on our ability to map 

it, to recognise the difference between fact and fiction, but we cannot do so with 

absolute confidence” (Belsey, 2005, p1) but in the end the question really is does it 

matter? If our notion of the real and perceptions of reality are all individual to each 

and every being and there shall never be one global meaning, does the illusion of 

reality pose a threat to humanity or offer an escapism for all to reside in? How we 

choose to represent and give meaning to things in this world and portray reality shall 

be the glue to our society long after we are gone. Humans need to contextualise things 

in order for them to understand them, and so the representation of the real shall 

continue to grow and develop as humankind does.  
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Fig. 1 Michael ‘Nick’ Nichols, The President’s crown, 2013 
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Fig. 2 Luis Javier Sandoval, Dive Buddy, 2013 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 3 Alex Tattersall, Lionfish bait, 2013 
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Fig. 4 Bence Máté, The great gape, 2013 
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