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1.  The fictional use of photographs 
 
One of the most significant differences between manually rendered pictures and 
photographs is that although we may have drawings and paintings of nonexistent 
entities, such as the mythical Pegasus, the indexical nature of photographic images 
seems to prevent us from taking photographs of things that do not exist. Despite this 
initial intuitive observation, however, there are numerous examples for the fictional 
uses of photographic images. 
 
1.1. Unicorn pictures 
 
Gregory Currie argues that although it is possible to paint or draw a picture of a 
unicorn, it is not possible to take a photograph of a unicorn, because there cannot be 
photographs of objects that do not exist.2 According to this position a photograph of a 
horse with one horn attached to the middle of its head may merely look like a 
photograph (that is, an impossible photograph) of a unicorn.  
 
1.2. Penrose triangle pictures 
 
This is a photograph of a sculpture in which the sculpture looks like the impossible 
Penrose triangle.3  
 

 
 
 Penrose triangle 
 

	
1 Copyright © 2019 Zsolt Bátori. Scholarly comments are welcome, but please do not quote, 
paraphrase or use this text in any other way without a permission. 
2 Currie 1995, p. 75. 
3 Hopkins 2012; Woodward 2016. 
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Impossible Triangle by Brian McKay & Ahmad Abas, 1999, East Parade roundabout, 
East Perth, Western Australia. Seen from a specific angle, the sculpture seems to be 
(looks like) a Penrose triangle. 
 
 
1.3. Wanda Wultz: Io + Gatto, 1932 
 
This is a composite photograph that was created by printing two negatives on the 
same photographic paper, and it looks like a photograph of a cat-woman, a non-
existent creature.4  
 

 
 
Wanda Wultz: Io + Gatto, 1932 
 
 
It seems, however, that we gain knowledge about nonexistent entities by the fictional 
use of photographs; we may learn something about how they fictionally look like. The 
question that these examples raise is how we can account for our apparent epistemic 
access to the visual properties of nonexistent entities. 

	
4 Paloma Atencia-Linares 2012; Woodward 2016. 
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2. Fictionality, knowledge and photographic images: three positions 
 
2.1. Photographs cannot represent the fictional 
 
It has been argued that photographs are incapable of representing fictional characters, 
objects or states of affairs. 5  Since photographs are indexical images, the visual 
properties of the image of a scene in a photograph are causally and counterfactually 
dependent on the visual properties of the scene photographed. The content of 
photographs is largely determined by the automatic causal (photographic) processes, 
not only by the intentions of the photographer. The visual properties of drawings, 
paintings, and other hand-rendered images, however, do not depend causally and 
counterfactually on the visual properties of any scene. Preserving counterfactual 
dependence is possible, but it is an artistic choice. 
 
The problem with this view is that we often interpret photographic (and cinematic) 
images in fictional contexts as depictions of fictional entities, while we know that 
since they do not exist, photographs cannot represent them. Our practice seems to be 
at odds with our knowledge about what types of communicative purposes we may use 
photographic images.  
 
2.2. Imagining the photographic fictional 
 
The second position we need to consider is the view that although photographs cannot 
represent fictional characters, objects or states of affairs, we may use photographs as 
prompts to imagine that they represent them. Gregory Currie and Richard Woodward 
distinguish between beliefs and imaginings, and they argue that photographs may be 
used to prompt imaginings as well as beliefs.6 Imaginings are mental representations 
that may share their content with beliefs, but we do not hold the psychological attitude 
of belief in relation to the content of these mental representation. Currie and 
Woodward also distinguish between perceptual (or sensory) and symbolic (or 
cognitive) mental representations7, and they argue that photographic images are often 
used as prompts for visual perceptual imaginings. According to Currie’s summary of 
this position while we may talk about photographs of existing entities, we may only 
say that there are photographs about fictional entities.8 
 
The most important shortcoming of this account is the ascribed discrepancy between 
our knowledge about the ontological and epistemic status of photographic mages and 
our practice of using them in fictional contexts. If we know that photographs cannot 

	
5 Friday 1997; Scruton 1981. 
6 Currie 1995, 1999; Woodward 2016. 
7 While Currie talks about perceptual and symbolic imaginings, Woodward distinguishes 
between sensory and cognitive imaginings. Although there might be slight differences 
between their accounts, for our purposes here the differences are only terminological. 
8 Currie 1999. 
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represent fictional entities, then it does not seem to be logical to use them for 
something that we know they cannot do.  
 
2.3. Representing fictional entities by photographic means 
 
Paloma Atencia-Linares9 argues that Wanda Wultz’s Io + Gatto (see above in section 
1.3.) was produced solely by traditional photographic means. It is a photograph that 
bears all the causal and counterfactual relations to the scene(s) as other photographs 
do. According to Atencia-Linares we do not have to imagine that it represents the cat-
woman, because it does in fact depict it solely by photographic means. This is because 
all the composite parts were produced by traditional darkroom photographic means 
that are considered to preserve counterfactual dependence between the object depicted 
and the photographic image.  
 
The problem with this account is that it is not clear why montage could be a 
traditional photographic technique that preservers counterfactual dependence. The 
technique of montage pertains to the visual arts, but it is certainly not confined to 
photography. Furthermore, the interpretative processes we use for composite images 
such as Io + Gatto diverge considerably from our default interpretation (see below in 
section 4) of photographic images. When using the technique of montage, the result is 
not photographic in the sense that we do not consider the whole image to be 
counterfactually dependent on one scene.  
 
 
3. Interpreting photographs of and about things 
 
In order to explicate the interpretive mechanisms involved in pictorial communication 
with photographs let us first briefly recall the basic components of linguistic 
communication. Speech act theorists10 have proposed that we perform various actions, 
such as promising, requesting, etc. with words and sentences.  
 
The original speech act theory was extended to pictures by Kjørup and Novitz.11 They 
argued that similarly to words and sentences we perform various actions with pictures 
as well. The basic components of pictorial communication are the (“literal”) meaning 
of pictures, object recognition, visual processing of pictorial and spatial relations and 
arrangements, utterer’s intention, and context. The “literal” meaning of pictures is the 
pictorial representational content that we recognise by relying on our general visual 
recognition capacities.  
 

	
9 Paloma Atencia-Linares 2012. 
10 Austin 1962; Searle 1969 
11 Kjørup 1974, 1978; Novitz 1975, 1977. 
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I have suggested that communicating with photographs constitutes a specific kind of 
pictorial illocutionary act.12 I propose that with photographic illocutionary acts we 
perform various actions with photographs as photographs, not merely as pictures. 
Conveying photographic information is just one of many other possible types of 
actions. Others interpret the photographs we present them in order to figure out what 
actions we perform with them as photographs in the given contexts. This interpretive 
process includes the understanding that the utterer (producer or presenter of the 
photograph) intended the photograph to be interpreted that way.  
 
The basic components of photographic communication are the (“literal”) meaning of 
photographs, object recognition, visual processing of pictorial and spatial relations 
and arrangements, utterer’s intention, context, and the intended recognition of 
photographic images as photographs. Our (more or less precise) knowledge about the 
ontological and epistemic status of photographic images is also an inherent 
component of photographic illocutionary acts. 
 
The photographic locutionary act is the mere production or presentation of 
photographs while photographic illocutionary acts are the uses of those photographs 
interpreted in the given contexts according to some (correctly or incorrectly 
recognised) utterer’s intention. The “utterer” may be the producer or the presenter of 
the photograph as well. Similarly to speech acts and pictorial illocutionary acts, the 
possible perlocutionary effects are wide ranging from simple acknowledgement to 
feeling hurt or outraged. In case of a photographic illocutionary act we interpret the 
image as being the result of photographic processes, even with the added 
understanding of possible analogue or digital editing or manipulation of the 
photographic image.  
 
The default interpretation of photographic images as photographic images relies on 
our more or less precise knowledge about the difference between the ontological and 
epistemic status of photographic images on the one hand, and drawings, paintings, 
and other non-photographic, hand-rendered images on the other hand. Let us consider 
an example to illustrate the process.  
 
Let us compare and contrast how we interpret Idris Khan’s image entitled Every... 
Bernd & Hilla Becher Spherical Type Gasholder on the one hand, and Chuck Close’s 
Big Self-Portrait on the other hand. The two images are interesting from the point of 
view that the visual properties of the images conceal their real nature. Khan’s work 
looks like a pencil drawing, but it is a composite photographic image. Close’s work 
looks like a photograph, but it is a painting. For their adequate interpretation of the 
images both their real nature and what they look like are relevant. Khan’s work refers 
to the photographs of Bernd & Hilla Becher with a composite image, but in order to 
refer to other photographic images the composite work itself must have been 

	
12 Self-identifying reference deleted. 
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composed of photographs. No hand-rendered solution would convey the same artistic 
content even if it looked identical to Khan’s work. Close’s work, however, would be 
misinterpreted if approached with the default photographic interpretive assumptions. 
It is one of its artistic properties that it looks like a photographic image while being 
hand-rendered. 
 
 

  
Idris Khan: Every... Bernd & Hilla Becher Spherical Type Gasholder, 2004 
   
    
 

 
Chuck Close: Big Self-Portrait, 1968 
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Bernd & Hilla Becher: Six Spherical Gasholders, 1931-1934 
  
 
These examples show that the default interpretation may be replaced by another 
interpretation in which indexicality and counterfactual dependence are not assumed. 
First, we suspend the default interpretation if image editing can be observed by 
looking at the image itself. Collages and other types of composite images are not 
interpreted as indexical images, because we know that the visual properties of the 
image do not depend counterfactually on one specific scene. Interpretations of Idris 
Khan’s work or Wanda Wultz: Io + Gatto are clear examples for this type of modified 
interpretation, even though the photographic nature of the component images is 
significant for the artistic meaning of the works. Second, we may also know from the 
context that the default interpretation should be suspended. This is the case when 
looking at photorealist paintings, fashion photography (where image manipulation is 
the rule, not the exception), or in the case of the fictional uses of photographic images. 
We are only deceived when we do not know that we should not approach the image 
with the default interpretation for photographs. 
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