Ethical Dilemmas in Museum Photography
1Good afternoon, my name is Elie Posner. I work as head of photography, at the Israel Museum, Jerusalem since 2011.
I want to talk to you today about ethical dilemmas which we, as museum photographers meet in the course of our daily work.
We are all aware of the ethical dilemmas in the world of the press or fashion photography. Here are a couple of well-known examples:
2This is a photo taken at the Kent Massacre in 1970. We can see that as the image was taken, there was a pole sticking out of the girls head, but in the image used in the press it disappeared.
3Another example is this National Magazine cover, from 1982, in which the great pyramid has been moved in order to fit the magazine format.

These two examples are just a drop in the sea when regarding ethical issues in photojournalism.

But we, too, in our studios at the museums face ethical questions.
I would like to give you some examples of the questions which arise form time to time:
41. Should we always remain faithful to the original, or may we perhaps enhance, improve or enlarge it in order to maximize the visual experience of the viewer?
2. Can we make small changes? Where is the boundary between the possible/permissible and the exaggerated?
3. Do we relate to a photograph of a museum artifact as an image (perception) or as the original, and what of the catalog intended for public auction?

As a small example, a curator told me that when she saw a certain piece in a catalog intended for public auction she expected to see one thing but as she arrived at the auction the item appeared completely different...
The piece was far less impressive in real life.

Is museum photography intended for "cold" cataloging? And it maybe that every photograph in the catalog should be done with a color scale and measuring ruler?
Let me give you some visual examples:
5*Proportion Vs maximal presentation.

6In this example we can see a photo from the "White Gold" exhibition which appeared recently in the museum. 7We can see that the exhibit was designed as a table in the center on which had all the coins in it, and around it images of the coins.

In this photo we can clearly see that all the photos of the coins were produced in the same size, whereas each coin was photographed in its relative size.8 Is this something which we are permitted to do in order to achieve certain aesthetic pleasure or should we have remained faithful to the original and its size?
Here is another example:

9Before us are 2 photos of museum artifacts. Both are candlesticks and in both cases there is no mention of their size in the catalog. Now, the question is whether this is the correct way to show them in the catalog perhaps this is the correct way?10
Is it possible to determine the size of one artifact as against the other by the photograph?

11*Cutting a work for aesthetic purposes 

12The photo in front of us is by the American photographer Stan Douglas.
For those not familiar with his work, Douglas uses an actual historical event – in this case a horse race which took place in Hastings Park on 16th July 1955 – and creates it in our (modern) times. He invites his models to his studio where he photographs them individually and builds his work using Photoshop, thus putting together his composition. 
In our context,13 this photo was used for the composition of a catalog cover entitled: "Contemporary Art in the Israel Museum" in 2010. The dilemma was whether it was possible to cut the photo in order to correspond to the catalog format. In this case there was no problem since this was a modern photographer to whom one could phone to ask his permission. At first he was very against the idea but finally he agreed, and here (before you) is the result – I'm not sure what they stuck it together with…
But let's see a more problematic situation: 14Before you is a painting by Amedeo Modigliani. This work was used as an advertizing banner at the entrance to the Israel Museum.15 As we know, Modigliani is no longer alive and it is therefore not possible to obtain his permission to cut up the work in order to correspond to the required format. 

Is this a case of changing the work? Is the photo merely an image of the creation and therefore we may do with it as we wish? And would someone who does not know the work think that this is how it really looks and thereby we have created a deception?
Let's look at other cases of deception:
16*Special photography to overcome physical obstacles:

17This is a famous Reuben's painting, "The Death of Adonis". Whoever knows this painting will know that it is a rather large work: 3.5 X 2.5 meters. In order to produce a reproduction for this work, one photo would not suffice, but it had to be photographed in sections, either because of the fact that there was not enough space in the area where it was displayed or because of the fact that one could not achieve even lighting on the painting at the same time. Another reason for photographing it in sections was to enable a detail to be produced, in the same style, afterwards.18
In the event, it was photographed in 3 parts, joined by Photoshop and reinstated as one work (sized approx. 1 Gigabyte).19,20 
The question which arises here is can we be certain that the synthesis – whether hand or technologically produced – did not change the integrity of the work?
21In this work by Rodney Graham, we will see a rather crude manipulation. In order to eliminate reflection from the glass section, and so as to produce the gold-colored frame as well as possible, it was necessary to photograph the work in several different light settings22,23,24,25. In this context, this is how the viewer sees the work It was photographed this way so as to obtain the required parts in the optimal way, reconstructed by Photoshop, finally producing a perfect image26 – perhaps too perfect?
27My last example, in order to illustrate this specific problem, is a photograph of an archeological dish from Italy. The dish is made of shiny material so that any type of lighting will produce glossier. 28
In view of the fact that the most important part of the dish is the picture painted on it, it was decided to photograph the dish in 2 sections, each time lighting it from a different side.29
The result, after rejoining the photographs was a perfect reproduction of the dish.30 As we've stated, the viewer, looking at the dish in reality cannot see it this way. They will always see it shiny from the light-source angle.
31Let's relate to another topic (superimposing a video or a virtual slide onto a photograph).

You know how it is; the viewers come to an exhibition and are amazed at how wonderful and perfect everything is. What they don't know is that generally the exhibition is not completed until about 10 minutes before the opening (and sometimes changes are made even after the opening). 
32Here is an example of one of the walls of the Herod The Great exhibition, which was on display at our museum a while ago. A moment before the opening we had to let the press have a photograph of this area, but the video hadn't yet been projected. The photograph was taken and behold33 the video was transplanted – not a difficult job using Photoshop, but decidedly not the reality at the time of shooting. 
Another example:34 Before you are 6 photographs from the series "Water Towers" by the Bechers, which includes 16 images. The work is always presented in its entirety (all 16 images together). We shot the photographs individually, and later on, photoshoped them in a grid as they are meant to be exhibited. 35This photograph is used to advertise the work. Should we have shot all the works together so as to create a precise visual image or can we relate to this composition as the work itself?
36The last dilemma which I'll present relates to physical intervention in a work or in the lighting in order to improve the final image? 
Here are some examples:

37Before you is an Egyptian scarab. On the right – before the use of substance which emphasized it - and on the left after its use (undoubtedly more readable!)

38A floor and restoration of part of the floor from Herod's Palace:
The floor is made up of original parts which are non-absorbent and from reconstructed parts which are absorbent. On the right is the photo in its original form and on the left we can see that the floor has been moistened in order to emphasize the original parts as opposed to the reconstructed parts. 
39Finally, a photo of a glazed Chinese vase, photographed under the same conditions in both cases, but on the right there was no intervention, whilst on the left we placed on the lighting and on the lens polarizing filters. Which of the 2 is the images shows the artifact best, and which is correct?

I will conclude by saying that perhaps we are accustomed to seeing the image of an object to which we associate the object itself, but sometimes not everything which we recognize as an image is the nearest thing to the object itself.40
Thank you!   

