Unit2 - A 2 WRITING

Out of the Picture: What Travels with an Image?

Earlier in this unit, my project Timetable placed one railway timetable within different grids, resolutions and
media to observe what each version lost or changed.

Timetable (2026)

Al began with the word “position”. The Cambridge Dictionary groups one of its senses under “arrangement”:
how parts are placed (Cambridge Dictionary, n.d.). Following this sense, I searched the New York Public
Library’s Digital Collections, gathered images matching its different meanings, and cut and recombined them to
explore how information shifts between the meanings of one word.

Cambridge Dictionary (n.d.) ‘Position’, screenshot NYPL Digital Collections, search result for ‘position’, screenshot
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In this process, anatomical figures drew my attention to the body itself: how it stands, what supports it and
what surrounds it, the literal sense of how parts are placed. Following these images, | found Thomas Geminus’s
Compendiosa totius anatomie delineatio (1545) and the woodcuts it adapted from Andreas Vesalius’s De humani
corporis fabrica (1543). Geminus rearranged the figures on copper, omitted most of their landscape and gathered
elements from separate pages onto single plates. Rearranged and redrawn, they can still be compared with their
sources one by one.

Thomas Geminus(1545) Andreas Vesalius’(1543) Geminus (1545), plate

Walter Benjamin’s ‘The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction’ helps me analyse this material,
and stands in direct tension with my work. His central claim is that “the technique of reproduction detaches the
reproduced object from the domain of tradition”, and that, meeting the beholder “in his own particular situation,
it reactivates the object reproduced” (Benjamin, [1935] 1969, p. 223). His examples move between situations: an
ancient statue of Venus stood in one tradition for the Greeks and in another for the clerics of the Middle Ages
(p- 225). Yet his measure remains what the copy lacks: “its presence in time and space, its unique existence at
the place where it happens to be” (p. 222). Reproduction appears first as loss: “that which withers in the age of
mechanical reproduction is the aura of the work of art” (p. 223).

Benjamin, ([1935] 1969) p223, p222, p225

This measure can be turned on my own work. The anatomical images survive in rare books I cannot touch; from
the moment I selected scans from online collections, I was working with copies that had already lost their aura.
Printing them at original scale on different papers added another translation, and cutting and collage then layered
further operations onto copies of copies. By Benjamin’s measure, each step moved the image further from the
original.
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Cutting and collage

The body’s position

I repeated Geminus’s selection. I printed pages of the Fabrica at original scale and, on pages 211, 212 and 214, cut
along the contours of the bodies that Geminus later combined on a single plate. The extracted figure and the void
it left could each be compared with the source, showing how information changed through reediting. I laid both
the fragments and the cut pages on graph paper, a standardised measure for the “real” dimensions of fragment
and absence. Keeping the headings and index on the page left this rearranged information traceable.

Repeating Geminus’s selection

Cutting as reading Fragment
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I then overlapped the 1543 page, the 1545 plate and my cuts in a publication, setting Geminus’s historical edit
beside my own, second edit.

Publication

Benjamin’s history begins where my material begins: “With the woodcut graphic art became mechanically
reproducible for the first time” (p. 220). He notes that the invention of the woodcut “may be said to have struck
at the root of the quality of authenticity” (p. 245, n. 2). The page I cut was a print of a library scan of one copy of
a printed edition. My blade never touched the original: it divided one copy into two parts and set them against
another copy. What the cut reveals, then, is not the loss of original information but the act of separation and
reediting itself: which parts of an image’s surroundings leave with it, which remain, and how these operations
will direct viewers in later rearrangements.

Benjamin, ([1935] 1969) p220, p245,n2

The image’s position

To see what Geminus adapted across the whole book, I changed scale and medium and built an online archive:
39 comparisons linking his plates to 107 source pages, using scans from three libraries. Comparison made the
details of reediting legible: a landscape omitted, figures from distant pages combined, an inscription missing, a
figure number rewritten. I deliberately made the site present copies as copies: paper tone and colouring belong to
particular volumes, not to the composition. Users can also drag, crop and combine images, deciding how they are
paired, filtered and overlaid. In this way the archive itself becomes a rearrangement.
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An archive of changes
taogcd.github.io/out-of-the-picture

The editor’s position

Benjamin places editing in film: “The sequence of positional views which the editor composes from the material
supplied him constitutes the completed film” (p. 230). The cameraman resembles a surgeon who “cuts into the
patient’s body” (p. 235), producing “multiple fragments which are assembled under a new law” (p. 236), so that
film offers “an aspect of reality which is free of all equipment” (p. 236).

Geminus’s plates work similarly, by hand and four centuries earlier: rearranged figures sit together as if they had
always belonged there, and the operation that gathered them is hidden. My cuts keep that operation visible: the
edge, the void and the grid show that another context has been made.

This is where my position moves, and where my own method is exposed. In Timetable I asked what a timetable
loses or changes at each resolution; Benjamin, too, measures reproduction by what the copy lacks. By that
measure my material was lost from the start; measuring further loss tells me little. The question becomes which
relations are carried into a new situation, which are left behind, and who decides. This is the recontextualisation
I want to explore. Looking back, however, | have to admit that cutting, collage and archiving did not observe this
process; they performed it again and again. I set out to trace recontextualisation and instead performed it once
more, so that method replaced the object of study. The project’s scale is also limited: beyond Geminus, the later
uses I can verify are few.
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The Design Museum’s permanent display, Designer Maker User, showed me where this question might lead. A
photograph of Adrian Frutiger’s sketch for OCR-B (1968) sits above two labels. The OCR-B label tells a sequence:
OCR-A, developed in 1966, “couldn’t be read by humans”; two years later Frutiger was commissioned to rework
the type so that it “could be quickly read by machines, but also understood by people” (Design Museum, 2026).
Frutiger’s own account is less linear. He presents OCR-B as a European standard set against an existing American
alphabet whose ease of machine recognition was ““to the detriment of the alphabet’s appearance” (Frutiger, 1967, p.
141). The museum’s narrative of progress from machine to human reading is itself a recontextualisation.

Designer Maker User, Design Museum, London. 2026

Frutiger (1967), p. 141

This leads to a more focused question. How has a letterform designed for machines, and presented as neutral,
changed historically, politically and in its position as it has been standardised, redrawn, used at scale and
exhibited? Through OCR, a case of vast circulation, [ want to explore not a single act of redrawing but the story
behind recontextualisation: who repositioned this letterform at different moments, from what positions, and who
tells its history.
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