
The Digitally Constructed Parapraxis

,Q ����� /HY 0DQRYLFK FUHDWHG KLV ֥'LJLWDO֦ RU ֥&RQVWUXFWLYLVW 6QDSVKRWV�֦ 0D-Q
RYLFK� ERUQ LQ 0RVFRZ LQ ����� KDG VWXGLHG DUFKLWHFWXUH WKHUH� ODWHU JRLQJ WR
America, where he has pursued his internationally acclaimed academic and artis-
tic career. The catalyst for creating the constructed snapshots was a request 
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Book excerpt, from  Monika Schwärzler, At Face Value and Beyond
Photographic Constructions of Reality, Transcript Verlag, 2016



Natalie Bookchin to show her some snapshots of his former life in the Soviet 
8QLRQ��0DQRYLFK�FRXOG�QRW�IXO௕OO�WKLV�ZLVK��KRZHYHU��DV�WKHUH�KDG�EHHQ�QR�VQDS-
shot culture in the USSR. Hardly anyone owned a camera, nor was there any 
arrangement stipulating that all events of private life be constantly documented. 
To take photos, one went to a studio or borrowed a camera from an amateur 
SKRWRJUDSKHU� IULHQG� �%RRNFKLQ� 	0DQRYLFK�� ������� 6R� EHFDXVH� KH� KDG� QRWK-
LQJ� IURP�KLV�\RXQJHU�GD\V� WKDW�%RRNFKLQ�PLJKW�KDYH� LGHQWL௕HG�DV� ֥VQDSVKRWV֦��
0DQRYLFK�GHFLGHG�WR�UH�HQDFW�VRPH�ZLWK�WKH�DLG�RI�GLJLWDO�WHFKQRORJLHV���)LJ����

This evolved into an art project on which Natalie Bookchin acted as co-au-
thor. Her cooperation was required because only she, a representative of a cul-
WXUH� RI� LQVWDQW� SKRWRJUDSK\�� FRXOG� NQRZ�ZKDW� D� ֥VQDSVKRW֦� XVXDOO\� ORRNV� OLNH��
ZKDW� LWV� SXUSRVH�ZDV�� DQG�ZKDW� LWV� SUHIHUUHG�PRWLIV�ZHUH�� ,Q� RQH� RI� WKHVH� DW-
tempts ñ  the work consists of three parts ñ  to satisfy an American womaní s ex-
pectations of a snapshot and, at the same time, to create a quasi-authentic docu-
ment of his youth, Manovich constructed a scene at a Moscow subway station. 
This retrospective snapshot consists of a photograph of the subway architecture, 
clear in terms of perspective, but nevertheless tilted, and the blurred, only par-
tially visible head of a young man blended in at the bottom left of the picture.

The question in our context is: what did Bookchin want to see when she put 
KHU�UHTXHVW�WR�KHU�FROOHDJXH�DQG�IULHQG"�6KH�FHUWDLQO\�GLG�QRW�ZDQW�DQ\�RௗFLDO��
authorized photos, but rather photos that she could scan for evidence of every-
GD\�VLWXDWLRQV�DQG�ZKLFK�ZRXOG�UHYHDO�VRPHWKLQJ�RI�֥UHDO֦�OLIH��SKRWRV�WKDW�ZRXOG�
contain more than those who took them intended. She wanted to see blind spots, 
overexposed by the camera, relying on the photographic preconscious, indiscrimi-
nately receptive within its mechanical and chemical limits. That was her personal 
wish. The interesting thing is how Bookchin and Manovich proceeded as artists. 
What they constructed on the computer was the photographic mishap, the rule 
violation, as it were, of a successful photo. They presented the shaking, blurring 
and tilting, leaving the pictureí s structure in terms of perspective as is, like the 
VLJQL௕HU�RI�D�GL௔HUHQW�RUGHU��7KHLU�GLJLWDO�VLPXODWLRQ�RI�D�ORVV�RI�FRQWURO�H[SUHVV-
es something of the old hope that things will appear in photos if we let them.

This paper was originally published in )RWRJHVFKLFKWH��%HLWU¦JH�]XU�*HVFKLFKWH�XQG��VWKHWLN�GHU�)RWRJUDࣾH�
YRO���������� (www.fotogeschichte.de) and reprinted courtesy of the publisher. The original German 
YHUVLRQ�ZDV�WUDQVODWHG�LQWR�(QJOLVK�E\�5LFKDUG�:DWWV��ZZZ�WUDQVODWLRQV�DW��
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Natalie Bookchin & Lev Manovich, Constructivist Snapshot 
������IURP�D�7KUHH�3DUW�6HULHV���(NWDFRORU�3ULQW

© Bookchin & Manovich
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