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The poor image is a copy in motion. Its quality is
bad, its resolution substandard. As it accelerates,
it deteriorates. Itis aghost of an image, a preview,
athumbnail, an errant idea, an itinerant image
distributed for free, squeezed through slow digital
connections,compressed, reproduced, ripped,
remixed, as well as copied and pasted into other
channels of distribution.

The poor image is a rag or a rip; an AVl ora
JPEG,a lumpen proletariat intheclass society of
appearances, ranked and valued accordingto its
resolution.The poor image has been uploaded,
downloaded, shared, reformatted, and reedited.
Ittransforms quality into accessibility, exhibition
value into cult value, films into clips, contemplation
into distraction.The image is liberated from the
vaults of cinemas and archives and thrust into digi-
tal uncertainty, at the expense of its own substance.
The poor image tends toward abstraction: itis a
visual idea in its very becoming.

The poor image is an illicit fifth-generation
bastard of an original image. Its genealogy is dubi-
ous. Its file names are deliberately misspelled. It
often defies patrimony, national culture, or indeed
copyright. Itis passed on as a lure, a decoy, an index,
or as areminder of its former visual self. It mocks
the promises of digital technology. Not only is it
often degraded to the point of being just a hurried
blur, one even doubts whether itcould be called an
image at all. Only digital technology could produce
such a dilapidated image in the first place.

Poor images are the contemporary Wretched
of the Screen, the debris of audiovisual production,
the trash that washes up on the digital economies’
shores. They testify to the violent dislocation, trans-
ferrals, and displacement of images— their accel-
eration and circulation within the vicious cycles of



audiovisual capitalism. Poor images are dragged
around the globe as commodities or their effigies,
as gifts or as bounty.They spread pleasure or death
threats, conspiracy theories or bootlegs, resistance
or stultification. Poor images show the rare, the
obvious, and the unbelievable— that is, ifwe can
still manage to decipher it.

Low Resolutions

In one of Woody Allen's films the main char-
acter is out of focus.1Its not a technical problem
butsome sort of disease that has befallen him: his
image is consistently blurred. Since Allen’s char-
acter is an actor,this becomes a major problem: he
is unable to find work. His lack of definition turns
into a material problem. Focus is identified as a
class position, a position of ease and privilege, while
being out of focus lowers one’s value as an image.
The contemporary hierarchy of images, however, is
not only based on sharpness, butalso and primarily
on resolution. Just look at any electronics store and
this system, described by Harun Farocki in a notable
2007 interview, becomes immediately apparent.2
In the class society of images, cinema takes on the
role of a flagship store. In flagship stores high-end
products are marketed in an upscale environment.
More affordable derivatives of the same images
circulate as DVDs, on broadcast television, or online,
as poor images.

Obviously,a high-resolution image looks more
brilliant and impressive, more mimetic and magic,
more scary and seductive than a poor one. Itis more
rich, so to speak. Now, even consumer formats are
increasingly adapting to the tastes of cineastes and
esthetes, who insisted on 35 mm film as a guarantee
of pristine visuality.The insistence upon analog film
as the sole medium ofvisual importance resounded






throughout discourses on cinema, almost regard-
less of their ideological inflection. It never mattered
that these high-end economies of film production
were (and still are) firmly anchored in systems of
national culture, capitalist studio production, the
cult of mostly male genius, and the original version,
and thus are often conservative in their very
structure. Resolution was fetishized as if its lack
amounted to castration of the author. The cult of
film gauge dominated even independent film pro-
duction. The rich image established its own set of
hierarchies, with new technologies offering more
and more possibilities to creatively degrade it.

Resurrection (as Poor Images)

But insistingon rich images also had more
serious consequences. A speaker at a recent confer-
ence on the film essay refused to show clips from a
piece by Humphrey Jennings because no properfilm
projection was available. Although there was at the
speaker’ disposal a perfectly standard DVD player
and video projector, the audience was leftto imagine
whatthose images might have looked like.

in this case the invisibility of the image was
more or less voluntary and based on aesthetic
premises. But it has a much more general equiva-
lent based on the consequences of neoliberal
policies. Twenty or even thirty years ago, the neo-
liberal restructuring of media production began
slowly obscuring noncommercial imagery, to the
point where experimental and essayistic cinema
became almost invisible. As it became prohibitively
expensive to keep these works circulating in cin-
emas, so were they also deemed too marginal to be
broadcast on television. Thus they slowly disap-
peared notjust from cinemas, but from the public
sphere as well. Video essays and experimental





