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Images, Stock Photos, and Artificial Intelligences

Photography has shifted from documenting reality
to being digitally generated. With the advent of Al,
we are witnessing a direct change that could lead us
to reconsider our relationship with images and their

creation.
By Ciro Esposito

Keywords: Representation of reality, Image
manipulation, Visual clichés, Creativity,
Digitization

With the advent of photography, reality
becomes a function of the image. The image
no longer represents reality, as it does with
painting, but testifies to it, documenting it. It is
concrete, pure, reliable.

“Of course it happened like that, we have
the photo,” we implicitly admit that the actual
existence of a certain event in the past is
certified and verified [...] by its photographic
representation[1].

Already in the early 1990s, with the ideas of
W. J. Mitchell expressed in The Reconfigured
Eye, people began to talk about the “death
of photography,” and subsequently, “post-
photography.” With the transition from
analog to digital, photography is no longer
considered a “pure” representation of reality.
Theorists like Flusser speak of “traditional
images,” which translate reality into analog,
and “technical images,” which translate “texts,”
understood as sequences of binary codes,
into digital[2].

W. J. T. Mitchell, the almost namesake of

W. J. Mitchell, does not see the transition
from analog to digital as a break, but as a
continuation. It has always been possible

Studium Edizioni

to manipulate photographic images (and
this has always been done), even before
digital technology. In his essay Realism and
Digital Image, W. J. T. Mitchell also questions
the concept of realism. Realism does not
belong to a specific medium. Photographs,
and images in general, can be tools for
representing reality, but they are not so by
nature, whether they are analog or digital[3].

Today, with various services that allow the
generation of a photograph (or any other type
of image) through a text prompt, there is no
longer any time gap between “the capture of
reality (the input), its exhibition (the output),
and its eventual subsequent manipulation (the
editing)”[4].

There is no longer manipulation, only
generation. Today, more than ever, W. J.
Mitchell could say that the photographic image
has truly lost any “adherence to the referent.”
It has become a representation of reality, just
as painting was once considered.

Speaking of the lack of “adherence to the
referent,” both in the world before and after
the digital turn, there is a type of image that
has always been on the borderline. These
represent a reality that does not exist, or
rather, they represent a stereotyped reality. |
am talking about stock images.
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There was a time when | used stock images
very frequently. | was working on projects
that required many of them. We had several
subscriptions to some of the most well-known
online services. | spent an endless amount of
time searching for the right one, which | could
never find. At some point, | started seeing
them everywhere, instantly recognizing them
on book covers or in magazines.

| remember that in the studio where | worked,
we enjoyed collecting and exchanging absurd
photos from these libraries. With clichés we
didn’t understand how much they were driven
by the market (the clients of these services)
and how much they were inherent to the stock
image industry.

In an article, following the controversy
surrounding the Fertility Day campaign

from a few years ago*[5], journalist Michele
Smargiassi spoke about the absence of a real
referent in stock images:

“They are paradoxical images from a
photographic standpoint: they represent
everything except their real referent. Those
who use them and those who look at them
don’t care who the people we see really
are.”[6]

Their adaptability to all circumstances, their
apparent banality, is their strength.

“They collect, confirm, and amplify all clichés,
all gender and race prejudices, and social
inequality.”[7]

Smargiassi picks up on Paul Frosh, who “flips
a famous definition by Roland Barthes: stock
photos are ‘codes without a message’”[8]

Today, images generated by various “artificial
intelligence” services, as we like to call them,
are on their way to becoming the new stock
images. Almost all of the most well-known
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Online

services include “suggestion” features.
New services, such as Lummi.ai, have been
created, which only feature Al-generated
images in their library, with a tagline that
reads: “Al stock images that won’t make you
cringe.”

In an article [9] titled Al art is the new image
stock, Information Architects [10] attempts to
identify the clichés of Al-generated images
that have emerged in a short time.

We recognize them, and they all look the
same

By now, we recognize Al-generated images.
When | shared some on social media, without
mentioning the source, almost everyone
figured out where they came from. Some even
immediately recognized the service | had
used.

Just like when stock images are used to
represent a company’s team, Al images might
raise doubts about the authenticity of the
content and product, leading one to think
something like:

“If they use cheap Al for images, they probably
use it for everything else.”[11]

They all look somewhat alike. If you have
even a minimal sense of visual language, they
seem identical. They might look aesthetically
appealing, but they are still recognizable as Al
images.

They lack emotion

At the moment, Al images are cold and, in
some cases, even a bit unsettling. The service
Lummi.ai (mentioned earlier) had to specify
that they are not, highlighting the issue.

Images are not just about composition and
color. Images should tell something through
style and tone. While it’s true that an image
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has structural qualities that make it work, it’s
also true that if an image creates an unsettling
atmosphere, a “cringe” atmosphere, that mood
will influence everything else

Ethical issues

Al images further amplify the clichés and
prejudices already widely present in stock
images. There’s also the issue of copyright for
Al images, which is still unclear in terms of how
it will be managed.

In any case, without meticulous control over
every word in the prompt, you end up with
“images that say nothing except: ‘I used Al to
add color’”*[12]

At this point in the reading, or perhaps even
earlier, Information Architects’ article points
out that someone may have already thought
(said, or written) that this is just the beginning,
that we will eventually reach a point where
we won’t be able to tell the difference. In
thinking about the future, we must first think
about today. We notice it now. And in any
case, when in the future we no longer notice
the difference, they will still be stock images.
We will still need to put effort into choosing
images that fit our message. We must use
them consciously.

In any case, in the “after,” something else
could happen. Al-generated images, always
improving, could give us a new vision, just

as photography did in the past. Photography
made us question traditional art, giving rise
to Impressionism. | know, I'm simplifying. The
point is that new technologies, whatever they
may be, have always pushed people to find
and look for something else. Whether it’s

due to our primordial attraction to scarcity
(limited availability always seems more
interesting), or the need to constantly evolve,
the overwhelming abundance of already-made
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and pre-packaged images could generate a
“new wave of human creativity and innovation
and craftsmanship in verbal and visual
storytelling” [13].

New technologies have always influenced
artists. Degas was heavily inspired by
photography. He copied it, imitating its
blurring effect, cutting out images from his
representations.

In Figure, Riccardo Falcinelli tells how not only
photography, but also the railways, starting
from the 1830s, influenced painting and art in
general.

“The train transforms the landscape into a
spectacle: because it is the landscape that
appears to the train and not vice versa; it is a
visual element on par with the wallpaper or the
design of the seats.” [14]

The train didn’t just shorten distances; it also
changed the way we look at things.

Ciro Esposito

(Accademia di Belle Arti di Catania)
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Note
1) A. Pinotti, “Il primo libro di teoria dell'immagine”, Einaudi, Torino 2024.

2) To delve deeper: A. Pinotti e A. Somaini, “Cultura visuale. Immagini, sguardi, media, dispositivi”, Einaudi, Torino
2016.

3) W. J. T. Mitchell, “Scienza delle immagini. Iconologia, cultura visuale ed estetica dei media”, Johan & Levi,
Cremona 2018.

4) A. Pinotti, “Il primo libro della teoria dell'immagine”, Einaudi, Torino 2024.

5) The cover of the pamphlet, distributed by the Ministry of Health in 2016, compared two stock images. One
depicted two couples on a trip to the beach: beautiful, sunny, and smiling, presented with bright, natural colors. The
other showed a more heterogeneous and less polished group of young people, with faded colors to emphasize the

idea of a “bad example.” This juxtaposition caused a communication breakdown.

6) M. Smargassi, Lideologia razzistibile delle foto passepartout, «<La Repubblica», 23 settembre 2016.
7) lbidem.

8) Ibidem.

9) https://ia.net/topics/ai-art-is-the-new-stock-image (consultato 21 ottobre 2024).

10) After the two Mitchells, who say different things, we’ve had enough of the confusion related to names in this
article. The Information Architects study presents itself with the abbreviation iA (the abbreviation we use for artificial

intelligence in ltalian). The iA website is https://ia.net (accessed October 21, 2024).
11) https://ia.net/topics/ai-art-is-the-new-stock-image (accessed October 21, 2024)
12) Ibidem.
13) Ibidem.

14) R. Falcinelli, “Figure”, Einaudi, Torino 2020.
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