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The topic and subject area of this monograph have been taking 
shape for a long time. In 2003 I joined the Union of Lithuanian 
Art Photographers and began taking an active part in its activities. 
I increasingly became concerned with the functioning principles 
and aims of this and other creative unions in Lithuania, and began 
questioning the need for such institutions today and in Soviet 
times. These practice-based everyday reflections gradually ac-
quired an analytical nature and received a theoretical and, later, 
methodological basis. I began to inquire into how the medium of 
photography and the organisation that oversaw it functioned, and 
the more facts concerning the Soviet era I unearthed, the more 
eager I was to delve deeper and grasp the logic that lay behind the 
medium’s functioning. As the activity of each cultural organisa-
tion is inevitably ideological and political in nature, I sought to 
maintain the researcher’s neutrality, remaining conscious all the 
while of the potential risks.

The findings of my research initially took the form of maps in 
the exhibition photo/carto/historio/graphies (2007) and in the 
book Mapping Lithuanian Photography: Histories and Archives 
(2007, Vilnius: Mene), which I co-edited with Agnė Narušytė 
and Lina Michelkevičė. The creation of maps and the process of 
mapping enabled me to see both the details and the whole, as well 
as the hitherto explored and the still undiscovered territories of 
the history of Lithuanian photography. In addition, they revealed 
the links in the network that connected not only people, but also 
styles, ideas, and images.

Writing a history of a particular object is a difficult and simul-
taneously dangerous task. This is especially the case when there 
is no clear point of departure – in this case, a written history of 
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classical Lithuanian photography. For this reason, I had to write a 
history and criticize the writing of it at the same time. No matter 
how one writes it, this history will become a history of just one 
local photography network. It will, however, still exert signifi-
cance in the context of global photography history. The inspira-
tion to question the one-dimensional history of photography and 
the exclusive and singular way of writing it came from the book 
Photography: Crisis of History (Actar: 2002), edited by the Spanish 
photographer and critic Joan Fontcuberta. There is no history of 
photography; instead, there are multiple histories of photography, 
each which tells its story in a different way.

The monograph partially utilizes the material gathered in the 
process of writing a doctoral dissertation. Most of the ideas and 
findings presented here came as a result of writing texts, curating 
exhibitions, and engaging in practical and analytical activities, 
such as gathering archive materials, talking to art photographers, 
and looking through photography albums.

What is the LSSR Society 
of Art Photography?

The LSSR Society of Art Photography was established in 1969 in 
the Lithuanian Soviet Socialist Republic (LSSR), and remained 
the only professional art photography organisation throughout 
the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics (USSR) until as late as 
1989. In 1989 it was reorganised into the Union of Lithuanian Art 
Photographers, which continues to be active today. This mono-
graph analyses the emergence and the development of the photog-
raphy institution, the recognition of photography as a new artistic 
medium, and the interaction of the photographers’ individual in-
tentions with the collective style of Socialist Realism. It reveals the 
specific nature of how an artists’ organisation functioned within a 
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Soviet state; an organisation where one could only publicly exhibit 
works if one were a member of a respective creative union (Artists’ 
Union, Filmmakers’ Union, Writers’ Union, etc.). The monograph 
also analyses the functioning mechanism of a medium institu-
tion of an immense size (with over 600 members and over 100 
employees), which expanded its network throughout Lithuania 
and all of the medium dissemination spheres: production, distri-
bution, education, and reception. This inquiry into the medium 
of photography and its associated institution reveals the peculiar 
nature of everyday Soviet reality, as well as the way in which im-
ages were produced and distributed. This analysis also focuses 
on how the photography dispositif, together with the institution, 
constructed art photography as a specific usage of photography 
within a uniform style, known as the Lithuanian school of pho-
tography. At the same time, the monograph draws parallels with 
today’s Union of Lithuanian Art Photographers, which now has 
only over a dozen employees and passively operates under com-
pletely different conditions of the photography field, although it 
still retains the legacy and power of the Soviet-era discourse in its 
disposition. Simultaneously, the research questions the purpose 
of and the need for creative unions in the Soviet period and in 
independent Lithuania.

Ways of reading the monograph

Researchers and those interested in research: methodology and re
search sections. Begin with the introduction, which will help you to 
piece everything together, as it reveals the problem, methodology, 
and originality of the research, as well as the structure of the mon-
ograph. If you are only interested in photography, skip through 
to the 2nd section; if the media theory perspective is also of in-
terest to you, begin immediately with the 1st section. In the first 
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section I outline the methodological guidelines and the model of 
the photography dispositif, which I complement with concrete 
facts and connections made with the individual elements that 
can be found at the end of the research sections. In the research 
sections, where I analyse art photography and the entire system 
that constructed it, I essentially seek to expose the network of 
photography, its nodes, and its functioning principles.

Art photographers and those interested in photography. Skip the first 
methodological section and plunge into the multifaceted narra-
tive concerning photography, the Society of Art Photography, and 
its activities. Do not expect a “how it really was” type of account, 
because each history is subjective and depends on the research 
methods chosen. This study is one of the many possible stories 
about how everything evolved, what the relationships between 
the art photographers, the authorities, and the audience were like, 
and which photographs were the most popular and valued.

I examined photography, art photography, and the Society 
together with the entire context, rather than separately. The con-
text encompasses that period’s social, economical, political, and 
cultural conditions, various rules and resolutions, and the un-
derstanding of what art is, as well as what good art is (including 
photography).

I sought to write a history of the Society of Art Photography 
from a collective, holistic perspective, rather than from an indi-
vidualistic one (i.e. focusing on who did what and who was the 
most significant at a given moment); therefore, I employed a con-
structivist methodology. The latter holds that it was a determinant 
(in this case, the dispositif), rather than an autonomous individual, 
that “knew and envisaged” how everything was supposed to be, 
and made the mechanism of photography work. Perhaps it is not 
so easy to see things in such an abstract way, yet if one looks from 
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a more global perspective, at a distance from individual person-
alities, the network that connects the active nodes – people and 
objects alike – gradually becomes visible. For instance, the Society 
emerged not as a result of a meeting of like-minded enthusiasts, 
but because the technological, political and cultural conditions 
created a favourable context for the realisation of the photogra-
phers’ need to have their own organisation precisely at that time. 
To put it another way: it was an actor with certain functions who 
created art photography and chaired the Society, rather a concrete 
person. Therefore, in my research of the Society’s activity, I was 
looking for the fundamental functioning principles, and did not 
seek to describe the individual contributions in great detail.

Exhibitions in the book

Visual mapping expands the research and complements the text. 
While skimming through the book, you have probably noticed 
that, for the most part of it, you can read only the right half, and 
have to examine the left one visually. Thus, you can study one half 
and experience the other.

We need to thank the guru of media theory Marshall McLuhan’s 
Culture is Our Business, published in 1970, for such an amply illus-
trated publication as this. In Culture is Our Business he put forward 
the idea that books should feature text only on one side of each 
spread, whilst the other half should be dedicated to images, as 
he argued that people did not have the time to read every word. 
Therefore, his book featured visual advertisements on the right 
pages and text on the left.

In this book everything is vice versa – the text is more impor-
tant and requires more time to comprehend, thus I decided to 
present it on the right. While turning the pages of the book, you 
are looking through an album on one side and reading a study 
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on the other. Therefore, you can simultaneously feel the spirit 
of the period under analysis whilst reading its visual history and 
scientific interpretation.

The illustrations in the book comprise three different exhibi-
tions. Photographs from the everyday life of the Society comple-
ment the second part of the monograph, which analyses the in-
stitution. These images seem to construct their own micro-story 
from official moments of everyday activities and the gaps between 
them. Most of the illustrations are synchronised with the paral-
lel text fragments.

The second exhibition presents posters from the period, intro-
ducing today’s reader to the aesthetic of photography distribution 
of that time. The authors of most of the posters were well-known 
painters and graphic artists. While looking through them, you will 
see how photography was used in posters, and what graphic ele-
ments were employed to present a particular theme. Furthermore, 
these posters reveal the themes and occasions of the photography 
exhibitions of the time.

The third exhibition consists of photographs that were origi-
nally published in the Lietuvos Fotografija almanac, which was one 
of the principal publications that represented Lithuanian pho-
tography in the Soviet era, while its editors were active members 
and employees of the Society. Here, photographs are presented 
as examples on the map of the discourse’s stylistic poles and re-
printed as reproductions of the almanac’s pages. The map (see the 
front cover) reveals the four stylistic poles of the art photography 
discourse, while the photographs inside the book demonstrate its 
dominant themes and poles – from documentality and aestheti-
cism to romanticism and psychologism.

None of these exhibitions represents a comprehensive or final 
research; rather, it is a subjectively assembled visual landscape of 
the studied period and the monograph’s research object, which 
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have the ability potentially to provoke new reactions or interpreta-
tions when presented alongside the main text. These three exhibi-
tions map the object in three distinct layers: archive documents, 
graphic poster art, and examples of art photography. Finally, one 
may view these exhibitions as a pilot study (because the image 
archives are selected and arranged according to a certain logic) 
and the beginning of a new study – it took a considerable amount 
of time spent in archives or in conversations with art photogra-
phers to put them together.
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Photography is often referred to as one of the most widely used 
forms of visual communication media, yet studies that treat pho-
tography as a medium and emphasize its communicational and 
mediatic aspects are still few, especially in Lithuania. The study of 
visual communication, of which photography is considered to be 
both the conceptual basis and the basic unit, must focus not only 
on the social aspects, but also on the cultural and the technologi-
cal aspects. The presentation of such a comprehensive perspective 
provides us with a complex view of the medium of photography 
and makes it possible for us to link the changes within the me-
dium to the changes within its context.

This analysis of photography in a concrete social and historical 
context – Lithuania of the 1960s–1980s – illustrates the increase 
in the importance of the medium of photography and the institu-
tional legitimation of the latter. This particular period is important 
because it encompasses the principal points of change within the 
medium analysed:

a) the formation of the institution associated with photogra-
phy (the LSSR Society of Art Photography);

b) photography becoming an independent medium;
c) the expansion of the power of art photography (including 

its key turning point).

The medium of photography played a prominent role in the 
emergence of industrial society and its subsequent transforma-
tion into a post-industrial society: one can view it as a factor in 
the “industrialisation” of society, daily communication, and cul-
ture which provided conditions for the realistic representation 
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of reality and the practically unlimited reproduction of identical 
images. In addition, photography sustained the process of visual 
communication and mass distribution of ideas in time and space, 
much like printing machines had sustained textual communica-
tion several centuries earlier.

The restoration of Lithuania’s independence provoked a funda-
mental turning point in the system of the medium of photography. 
The principal reasons for this change were political and social, and, 
later, technological. Of course, the discourse, which had taken sev-
eral decades to develop, did not disappear over night, and its traces 
are evident to this day. It is precisely the power that this discourse 
enjoyed, as well as the manifestations of this power that make the 
historical dimension of this medium particularly relevant and 
prompts researchers to turn to the origins of photography as an 
independent medium in Soviet Lithuania. Therefore, the analysis 
of the medium of photography during this particular period is of 
especial significance because it may shed light on the origin and 
nature of the photographic discourse that exists today.

The discussion of factors that shaped Soviet photography has 
hitherto remained underdeveloped in the theoretical discourse of 
Lithuanian photography studies: often authors simply retell the 
myths of that period or quote statements ( Jurėnaitė 1997) that 
were formulated during the latter, or analyse particular photo-
graphs out of context; therefore, there is a need for extensive re-
search that could contribute to the development of Lithuanian art 
criticism discourse as well as Lithuanian communication studies. 
Such research would also be of practical use, as its findings would 
be accessible to exhibition curators, photography historians, and 
collectors or collection acquisition specialists. Furthermore, such 
an in-depth analysis of the institutionalisation of photography in 
Lithuania is still lacking.
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Research problem

Analysis of photography often focuses on its content – photo-
graphs, their groups and themes (Rose 2007), while the medium 
itself and its properties receive scant attention. Studies concen-
trate on what the photographs depict, or how a certain combi-
nation of visual elements creates meaning, yet the social, tech-
nological, and political factors that lay behind the work and its 
creation remain beyond the scope of analysis. This problem is 
further exacerbated by the lack of unanimous agreement on what 
exactly should constitute a medium from the perspective of com-
munication studies (Michelkevičius 2006, 2007). The present 
monograph takes the view that a medium is comprised of many 
different elements and is influenced by various factors, and it is 
therefore necessary to identify a method which is able to connect 
these elements into a single entity and analyse them as such. The 
result of the interaction of the medium’s elements is a particular 
usage of the medium and a certain associated style, which are es-
sentially impossible to reveal by analysing the content of photog-
raphy only. For this reason, the need for a complex methodology 
of medium analysis is evident.

There is also a clear trend of content analysis and interpretation 
in the studies of Lithuanian photography during the 1960s–1980s 
(Narušytė 2008, 2010; Pabedinskas 2009). Lithuanian photogra-
phy is described as a set of certain dominant themes and genres, 
without any enquiry being made into what led to their emergence 
and why they are the way they are. Researchers also maintain 
the existence of a uniform style or even a school of photography 
in Lithuania (Aninskis 2009; Jurėnaitė 1997), even though their 
studies do not disclose how such a style or school developed, and 
what factors had influenced this process. Therefore, an analysis 
of photographic images must take into consideration the social, 
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cultural, technological, and communication context of the par-
ticular period, and must thus scrutinize the power structures 
that produced this particular conception of photography as an 
independent medium. The codification of a complex view of the 
medium of photography will allow us to answer questions related 
to its usage and uniform style, as well as uncover the reasons 
that lay behind the emergence of the associated institutions and 
the concrete interconnected apparatus of photography with the 
power of production that sustained it, and understand how these 
apparatus functioned.

Literature review

Only four doctoral dissertations on photography have been writ-
ten in Lithuania up to now: Virgilijus Juodakis’ historical study 
Lithuanian Photography before 1940, Agnė Narušytė’s art history 
study The Aesthetics of Boredom in Lithuanian Photography (con-
taining analysis of 1980s’ photography and definition of a new phe-
nomenon – the aesthetics of boredom), Tomas Pabedinskas’ art 
history study Contemporary Lithuanian Photography. Relationship 
between the Image and the Identity of a Person (2009), and Margarita 
Matulytė’s historical study The Sovietisation of the Expression and 
Dissemination of Photography in Lithuania (2011). The first two dis-
sertations were published as monographs ( Juodakis 1996, Narušytė 
2008, 2010 (in English)). Juodakis’ monograph focuses on an earlier 
period and is historiographical in nature, while Narušytė’s study 
analyses the aesthetic and semiological aspects of images, and is 
thus related to the subject of the present monograph most in a 
chronological sense (as it focuses on photography of the 1980s).

This study is further complicated by the fact that there is still no 
written history of Lithuanian photography, and, as a result, the lat-
ter lacks a consistent and clear historical discourse. Photography 
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has thus far only been studied seriously in a fragmentary fashion 
(the works of Agnė Narušytė (2008b) and Margarita Matulytė 
(2003, 2005)), and has mainly been addressed in popular and 
publicistic texts (Stanislovas Žvirgždas, Skirmantas Valiulis, Eglė 
Jaškūnienė); therefore, it is necessary to employ contextual lit-
erature, search for correlations in adjacent art history discourses 
(for instance, that of painting), and analyse factual and archival 
material in order to meet the objectives of the study. Although 
the activity of the principal photography-related institution of 
the analysed period – the LSSR Society of Art Photography (re-
ferred to as the FMD further in the text) – has not yet been con-
sistently researched (except for the first two years of its activity 
(Matulytė 2005)), the art historian Skaidra Trilupaitytė (2002, 
2006) has studied the LSSR Artists’ Union, which functioned 
along similar lines and oversaw the sphere of the fine arts. Eglė 
Rindzevičiūtė has addressed the institutional aspects of culture 
in her texts on culture administration in Soviet Lithuania, written 
from the perspective of communication and culture studies, and 
in her dissertation Constructing Soviet Cultural Policy: Cybernetics 
and Governance after World War II (2008). In addition, Žygintas 
Pečiulis has authored a historical-problematic study of a related 
visual medium – television – during practically the same period 
(Pečiulis, Videoteatras. Lietuviškųjų vaidybinių TV programų raidos 
bruožai (1957–1982), 1994). Traces of the photography dispositif ’s 
power and issues relating to art photography’s relationship with 
contemporary art have been dealt with in texts dedicated to post-
photography, a term which refers to the new usage of photography, 
one which was different from the one common to the Soviet era 
(Narušytė 2006; Michelkevičius 2008).

The interaction between communication and media studies 
and art criticism and history in Lithuania is under-researched 
as well; therefore, there is a need for a conceptualisation of the 



Introduction

24

medium in the context of art and photography (Šukaitytė 2006, 
2008; Michelkevičius 2007). The notion and methodology of the 
medium dispositif has so far not been researched in Lithuania at 
all, except for the provision of a short definition and acknowledge-
ment of the need to apply it to the concept of a medium.

Walter Benjamin was the first to define photography as a me-
dium (1936), yet its structure was only discussed in more detail 
in the 1980s (Flusser 1983; English edition 2000). Nevertheless, 
a consistent complex definition of the medium of photography, 
which would facilitate its analysis from the perspective of com-
munication studies, has yet to be formulated.

As regards the process of solving concrete methodological 
problems, research has revealed that this topic has been signifi-
cantly under-researched, and researchers have thus been forced 
to rely on the relatively new discussion of the medium dispositif 
(Hickethier 2003, Kessler 2007, Agamben 2009, etc), a concept 
which is usually demonstrated through examples taken from 
television and cinema – for this reason this methodology has 
had to be adapted to fit the medium of photography. The media 
theorist Martina Dobbe (2007) applies the concept of the dis-
positif in her analysis of photography; however, she approaches 
the dispositif as primarily a category of the aesthetic process, 
rather than as a concept that reveals the complex mechanism of 
the medium. Gillian Rose mentions the suitability of the con-
cept of the dispositif and the method of discourse analysis for 
the analysis of photography in the methodological publication 
Visual Methodologie (Rose 2007), although she does not provide 
a universal complex of methods and suggests that such a com-
plex should be devised depending on the problems that are par-
ticular to each case under analysis. The attempts that have so far 
been made to operationalize the concept of the dispositif and 
apply it into research sąvoką ( Jäger 2009) are overly narrow and 
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are too insufficient to deal with the problems presented in this 
monograph. There are also no studies that attempt to combine 
actor-network theory (Latour 2005, Law 1992), the dispositif 
approach and media studies; therefore, the present research is 
based on the very few theoretical discussions (Couldry 2004, 
Bennet 2007) that point out the potential benefit of doing so. 
The empirical problem analysed here has not yet been addressed 
in Lithuania, although a number of monographs on the develop-
ment of the medium and discourse of photography have emerged 
in the West (for instance, Steve Edwards’ The Making of English 
Photography: Allegories (2006), which focuses on the construction 
of English photography – from industrial to commercial to artis-
tic). Photography’s relationship with power, discourse, and insti-
tution is the subject of John Tagg’s recent study The Disciplinary 
Frame: Photographic Truths and the Capture of Meaning (2009), 
which builds upon the ideas concerning the institutional con-
struction of photography that were put forward in his earlier study 
Burden Of Representation: Essays on Photographies and Histories 
(Tagg 1993), although this text does not provide a methodology 
for researching these problems.

The object of the research

The object of the monograph is the medium of photography; 
however, the latter rarely exists in a pure (independent) form 
because it is often a part of other communication systems (press 
photography is part of the system of newspapers and magazines; 
applied fashion photography is a part of the system of advertising, 
etc.). In addition, a medium does not function by itself, but rather 
through its dispositif, the analysis of which can reveal the mecha-
nism of the medium’s functioning. The object of research in this 
monograph is photography as a medium dispositif in Lithuania, 
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or, in other words, photography and the organisation that regu-
lated it – the LSSR Society of Art Photography.

The medium dispositif is a theoretical approach to the me-
dium of photography that allows us to analyse it together with the 
whole system of knowledge that it is a product of. The medium 
dispositif is understood here as the network of interactions that 
exist between its constitutive elements. It is related to a concrete 
time and space, and consists of the medium’s contents (discourse), 
technology, institution (the LSSR Society of Art Photography), 
as well as the rules that regulate the medium and philosophical 
statements. Analysis of the medium dispositif will allow us to dis-
close the matrix of knowledge and communication of a particular 
epoch – in this case, the elements that comprised photography 
and the way in which the interaction of power and knowledge 
influenced it.

Conceptual and chronological 
boundaries

The chronological origin of the monograph’s research object can be 
traced back to the 1960s, as the LSSR Society of Art Photography 
(the first and the only one in the Soviet Union for 20 years), which 
began to systematically supervise the development and control 
of photography discourse, was founded in 1969; while the end of 
the analysed period coincides with the 1980s, when in 1989, as the 
cultural and political situation began to change, the Society was 
reformed under the title Union of Lithuanian Art Photographers. 
For this reason, the Society’s functions and the scale of its activ-
ity in the photography dispositif changed dramatically after the 
restoration of Lithuanian independence.

As regards conceptual limits, it must be emphasised that this 
study focuses on art photography as an independently functioning 



Introduction

27

and developed, as well as institutionally regulated sphere of pho-
tography. The other photography spheres and their influence 
on the (art) photography dispositif will be discussed within the 
general context of the study, rather than as part of the main re-
search object.

This work does not seek to reconstruct a consistent and de-
tailed chronology of events; therefore, the analysis of the object 
of research does not necessarily present a consistent factual and 
chronological account. The study focuses predominantly on the 
problematic aspect of the analysed phenomenon in order to reveal 
how the institution and the medium of photography functioned, 
and what factors conditioned the development of a specific usage 
and uniform style of photography.

The aim of the monograph is to reveal how the LSSR FMD func-
tioned as a network for the production and distribution of images, 
and how it constructed a consistent discourse and style.

In order to reach its stated aim, the study has to meet the fol-
lowing objectives:

1) By formulating the notions of the medium and the dispositif, 
it should construct and operationalize a methodology for 
the analysis of photography as a medium dispositif;

2) Analyse the way in which the art of photography became in-
stitutionalised, and the way in which the newly developed 
network of the medium functioned;

3) Reveal how the uniform collective art photography style 
functioned, and how it interacted with individual intentions;

4) Examine the structure and properties of the art photogra-
phy discourse;

5) Connect the functioning of all elements of the photography 
dispositif into an integral actor-network and reveal the 
functions of the latter.
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Photography as a medium dispositif: 
the concept and methodology 1
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Photography can be the research object of different humanities 
and social sciences disciplines – sociology, philosophy, anthropol-
ogy, art history, etc., yet its multi-faceted nature and the variety of 
contexts in which it is used suggest that photography is best ana-
lysed from an interdisciplinary perspective: visual studies, culture 
studies, and media or communication studies. As all of these fields 
of study often employ a similar methodology (Poster 2002) and 
the borders between them increasingly fade, the present section 
does not engage in the drawing of demarcation lines, but rather 
seeks to productively use the distinctive approaches of these dis-
ciplines to develop a research methodology for the analysis of the 
main object of the study (photography).

Photography itself is a very ambivalent research object, thus it 
is necessary, first of all, to establish a point of view – i.e. to formu-
late the concept of a medium; only then will it be possible to apply 
the latter to the medium of photography and identify its charac-
teristics and constituent elements. This will form the theoretical 
basis for the concept of the medium of photography.

1.1 The concept of a medium

Although the notion of a medium came into use in communication 
and media studies in the 1960s (McLuchan 1964), a clear defini-
tion of the term has not been formulated until now. The metaphors 
used to define a medium complicate the very concept of a medium 
and, simultaneously, media studies: the way one asks and reflects 
on the question of the location of a medium changes the relation-
ship between the concepts and the metaphors of media (Tholen 
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2002). Thus the concept of a medium needs to be defined each 
time according to the specifics and aims of a concrete study.

According to the dictionary definitions1, the term medium is 
used in very different meanings: from a very material and techno-
logical definition (a material used for the storage of some content 
or information (paper, CD, etc.)) to a very abstract one, when a 
medium is understood as the totality of a communication sys-
tem (including the technology, the storage medium, the sender/
receiver couple, and the institution). However, there is a need 
for a definition of a medium in a narrow sense in the academic 
discourse.

The concept of a medium developed by the German media 
theorist Knut Hickethier (2003) and other media and commu-
nication theorists is a composite one; therefore, it is necessary to 
identify its constituent elements and construct an integral concept. 
First of all, the term medium is not synonymous with that of tech
nology, because a medium is a particular use of a technology to 
communicate or express (Lister 2003: 83-84; Williams 2003). For 
instance, the technology of photography remains only a technol-
ogy when it is used in the industrial copying of chipsets, yet when 
the same technology is used to create images with the purpose of 
presenting them to the public, it becomes a medium. “Having an 
intention for a technology is not synonymous with the technology 
per se. A technology becomes a medium through many complex 
social transformations and transitions; it is, in Williams’s reading, 
profoundly the product of culture and not a given consequence 
of technology.” (Lister 2003: 83) The intention to communicate 

 1 Medium. Dictionary.com Unabridged (v 1.1). Random House, Inc. http://
dictionary.reference.com/browse/medium [accessed on October 9, 2008]. 
This dictionary lists more than 11 meanings of the word medium, depending 
on the sphere in which the term is used (from bacteriology to communica-
tion studies).



Photography as a medium dispositif

37

is the key factor in the transformation of a technology into a me-
dium, as the latter can exist and be defined only through its social 
and cultural usage. Thus a medium (here: photography) is directly 
related not only to the intention to communicate itself, but also 
to the individual realizing it (the photographer) and the society, 
which acts as the context of photography production, distribu-
tion, and reception.

Knut Hickethier’s (2003: 20–22) grouping of the media accord-
ing to their functions – observation media, recording and process-
ing media, and transmission media – can be instrumental in the 
development in the concept of a medium. The observation (per-
ception, in a more general sense) media extend and amplify the 
possibilities of the human senses: vision (spectacles or telescope), 
hearing (microphone or hearing-aid), etc. Here Hickethier bases 
his categorisation on McLuhan’s concept of media as extensions 
of the human body. The recording and processing media “record” 
information for storage or processing. They free up the internal 
human memory and create an “external” memory. These include 
celluloid film, camera memory card, etc. – in short, information 
(or content, e.g. image) storage media. The third type of media 
is the transmission (distribution) media, which transmit infor-
mation, messages, and content over time and space. The sim-
plest example would be computer or radio networks. Generally, 
media tend to accumulate diverse functions. Thus, according to 
Hickethier, the fourth group of media – communication media – 
accumulates the functions of all three other groups, and not only 
alters the structure of space and time, but also creates new spaces 
for communication. It is precisely this all-inclusive concept of a 
medium that is the most relevant one for communication and 
media studies.

Yet this concept could be applied to very different media, from 
writing to cinema; thus, for the purpose of this study it is necessary 
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to specify the concept of a medium and narrow it down to the con-
cept of apparatus-based (technical) media. This reduction is also 
based on the concept of a medium as a technology with a commu-
nicational intention. The media theorist Friedrich Kittler defines 
the fundamental difference between apparatus-based media and 
other media in the following way: “Unlike writing, technical media 
do not utilise the code of a workaday language. They make use of 
physical processes which are faster than human perception and are 
only at all susceptible of formulation in the code of modern math-
ematics.” (Kittler 1996) Whether mechanically or digitally, technol-
ogy automates the communication process, and thus intensifies 
and accelerates it. This is what constitutes the difference between 
apparatus-based media, which can also be called automatic media, 
and manual media (for instance, writing). The complex functioning 
of automatic media requires a highly developed system that grants 
them power; therefore, the analysis of media of this type is insepa-
rable from the analysis of the institutions that support them.

Summing up the discussion of the narrowed-down concept 
of a medium, it must be said that a medium is a “communication 
medium” which functions in conjunction with the system that 
performs the functions of this medium. Therefore, the integral 
definition of a medium refers to a combination of a technology, 
content, and an institution that regulates the practice of the me-
dium. The final formula of the concept of a medium is this: a me-
dium = a technology with an intention (communicational, artistic, 
etc.) + a storage medium with content.

Applied to the medium of photography, this formula deter-
mines that the medium of photography = photographic technol-
ogy with an intention + a photograph, where a photograph = a 
storage medium + content. In the case of photography, the storage 
medium can be a sheet of paper, a screen, or any other surface that 
makes it possible to see the content of a photograph – an image. 
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In addition, one has to keep in mind that this formula holds true 
only when photography is associated with an institution.

Thus, having examined and defined the concept of a medium 
and adhering to the inclusive approach, we must specify the me-
dium of photography as a research object, shifting the focus from 
the general definition of a medium to the specific characteristics 
of photography.

1.2 The concept of the medium 
of photography

One of the first theorists to define photography as a medium was 
the philosopher and culture theorist Walter Benjamin, who is often 
regarded as the pioneer of media studies, as he analysed photogra-
phy’s specific mediality as a phenomenon. Although he did not use 
the term medium as such, Benjamin analysed photography as a me-
dium, and noted in his 1936 essay Das Kunstwerk im Zeitalter seiner 
technischen Reproduzierbarkeit (1936; The Work of Art in the Age of 
Mechanical Reproduction, 1969) that, although photography had been 
invented almost a hundred years earlier, it had not yet become a study 
object of any science (Benjamin 1936). Although he saw photography 
as a potential object of philosophy, one can consider his studies as 
the first attempt at developing the theory of media. Comparing pho-
tography with other means of visual expression, Benjamin identified 
its unique features and functions, especially the ability to technically 
and precisely reproduce the same image an unlimited number of 
times, and the cultural change this ability caused.

The philosopher and media theorist Vilém Flusser laid the 
ground for the studies of photography as a technical image me-
dium. In his work Für eine Philosophie der Fotografie (1983; Towards 
a Philosophy of Photography, 2000), he analyses the mechanisms 
of the production, perception, and distribution of the medium of 



Photography as a medium dispositif

40

photography in the information society. Photography is important 
as a factor that propels the processes of the dematerialisation of 
images, having shifted the locus of power from the material to the 
symbolic. Photography was the first medium that accelerated the 
production and distribution of visual knowledge, and led to the 
entrenchment of the technical image, which, together with the 
apparatus and its program, automated cultural production.

The automatic nature of the medium changes the whole con-
cept of visuality, as well as its production and distribution. In his 
work The Engine of Visualization: Thinking through Photography 
(1997), Patrick Maynard defines photography as a technology 
that has two main powers: those of visualisation and imagining. 
Comparing the technology of photography with the steam engine, 
the phonograph, and other technologies of the industrialisation 
era, he concludes that the technologies of imagining (including 
cinema, television, sound recording) have become one of the 
most economically and politically important technologies of the 
modern age (Maynard 1997: 83). The conditions of a concrete his-
torical period (as well as a certain demand) form specific configu-
rations of these imagining technologies that effectively enhance 
the activity field of a medium.

In the industrialisation age, the distinctive features of photogra-
phy had a strong impact on the universal categories of imagination, 
and thus the very “human imagining is now powerfully shaped 
by such photo-depictive characteristics” (Maynard 1997: 114). 
Therefore, photography is important as an instrument of power 
that can orient the human imagination in a particular direction and 
give it tangible form, expressed through easily standardised and 
typologysed photographic characteristics. In order to analyse the 
industry of visualisation created by photography, we must first dis-
cuss the key functions of the medium of photography and the insti-
tutions that enable them: a description of the system that supports 



Photography as a medium dispositif

41

the photographic phenomenon will make possible the construction 
of a complex concept of the medium of photography.

Visualisation is directly related to the mechanism of produc-
tion of photography, as well as its scale and characteristic features. 
Benjamin identified the characteristics of photography that fun-
damentally changed the system of art and communication: the 
possibility of the mechanical mass reproduction of images added a 
visual dimension to mass communication (through photography 
and, later, cinema and television).

Flusser further developed Benjamin’s ideas in his Towards a 
Philosophy of Photography, analysing photography and its medial 
system in the information society. Interacting with the problems 
addressed by information and communication studies, Flusser’s 
theory of photography facilitates the application of media theory 
to the specifics of photography. For his interpretation of photog-
raphy as an apparatus-based medium, Flusser employs the notion 
of “technical image”, which he defines as a “technological or me-
chanical image produced by an apparatus” (Flusser 2000: 85). One 
of Flusser’s major contributions is that he shows how the systems 
of production, distribution, and perception of technical images 
work; furthermore, he analyses these systems’ social, cultural, and 
technological effect on the thinking process and communication 
in general. Flusser’s theory serves here as a theory of a specific me-
dium, which links communication, technology, and aesthetics into 
a whole that allows us to define photography as a medium.

Flusser’s analysis of production, distribution, and perception 
of the medium of photography partially corresponds with the me-
dium functions identified by Hickethier. Therefore, by comparing 
and synthesising these two theorists’ ideas, we will arrive at the 
concept of this particular medium and its characteristics.

According to Hickethier, production embodies two medium 
functions: observation and recording. Meanwhile, Flusser singles 
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out three concepts that are important to the production of techni-
cal images: the operator, the apparatus, and the apparatus program 
(Flusser 2000). The photographer-operator has a certain intention 
while photographing, yet the question whether this intention can 

“defeat” the program “installed” in the apparatus always remains 
open. Therefore, the production of a photograph is more of a tech-
nical process, a struggle between human intention and the camera 
program. Here one can notice a parallel with the already men-
tioned concept of a medium proposed by Lister and Williams, in 
which a technology becomes a medium only if there is an intention 
to use this technology for communication purposes. The mode 
of production of the technical image also influences the mode of 
its perception, as the analysis of such an image must always take 
into account the two intentions: human (that of the photographer) 
and technological (that of the camera program).

Flusser distinguished four intentions of the photographer 
(2000: 45):

1) to code one’s concept of the world, turning those concepts 
into images;

2) to use the camera for this purpose;
3) to show the images thus produced to others, for the images 

to become models of the experiences, knowledge, values 
and actions of other people;

4) to preserve those models for as long as possible.

Thus, the photographer seeks to establish his or her own model 
of visualisation in the process of production of knowledge. Flusser 
concludes that from the photographers’ point of view, his or her 
concepts constitute the raison d’être of photographing, while the 
camera program realizes its own raison d’être.

In turn, the camera’s program is the following (Flusser 2000: 46):
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1) to code the virtualities contained within it into images;
2) to use a photographer for this purpose — unless the camera 

is fully automated, such as with satellite cameras;
3) to distribute the images thus produced in such a way that 

society may behave in the service of feedback for the ap-
paratus itself, thus permitting it to improve its functions 
progressively;

4) to produce even better photographs.

There are points of both convergence and divergence between 
the photographer’s intention and the camera program, thus each 
photograph is the result of both the collaboration and the conflict 
between the photographer and the camera. Flusser considers the 
photographs in which the operator’s intentions prevail to be the 
best ones. It is the task of the analysis of photography to reveal 
the photographer’s and the camera’s intentions. When the analysis 
fails to do this, photographs remain mere representations of the 
state of things in reality (Flusser 2000: 48), lack the “charge” of 
meaning, and are thus closer to technology – i.e. are short of the 
qualities of a medium.

The notion of intention links Maynard’s and Flusser’s con-
cepts. Photography as a technology of visualisation depends not 
only on the photographer, but also on the social context, which 
creates the conditions for production and distribution, as well 
as the social demand – the audience’s wish to see certain images. 
The photographer, then, becomes the controller of collective im-
agination, acting between his or her own intentions, the camera 
program, and the social demand.

Having distinguished the specific characteristics of photog-
raphy, we can now narrow down the concept of a medium and 
formulate the concept of the medium of photography [3]. This is a 
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conceptual model that will be useful for the further development 
of the methodology and empirical analysis. The model highlights 
all the main structural elements of photography, as well as their 
hierarchical and functional relationships. In the diagram, the ex-
ternal circle indicates the medium, which acts as an intermedi-
ary between the operator (photographer) and the viewer. The 
medium consists of the storage – the photograph (with some 
content), which is a technical image, and the technology – the ap-
paratus, signified by a rhombus, the sides of which represent the 
interaction of the photographer’s intention and the camera pro-
gram. The apparatus also contains a program, which incorporates 
the technological and aesthetical characteristics of photography 
and automatically reproduces reality using a certain set of codes. 
The photographer intentionally employs the camera program 
and the distribution mechanism, which provides an appropriate 

1 A synthetic 
concept of the 
medium of 
photography 
based on the 
theories of 
Flusser and 
Hickethier 

medium

production

distribution

reception   photograph 
(technical image)

medium

medium

medium

distribution

[operator] [viewer]

apparatus

apparatus

program

program



Photography as a medium dispositif

45

channel for the construction of a photograph and the subsequent 
presentation of the latter to a particular audience.

This definition of a medium that accumulates diverse functions 
brings us closer to a more complex and contextual approach to 
media. A medium never exists in isolation; rather, its shape de-
pends on the particular society, time, and place – in other words, 
a medium is a part of a larger communicational and/or organisa-
tional system, while its functioning (legitimation and regulation) 
requires an institution.

According to the photography theorist John Tagg, it is only 
possible to tackle photography as a research object by associating 
it with a certain institution:

Photography as such has no identity. Its status as technology 
varies with the power relations that invest it. Its nature as a 
practice depends on the institutions and agents which define 
it and set it to work… Its history has no unity. It is a flickering 
across a field of institutional spaces. It is this field we must 
study, not photography as such. (Tagg 1988: 63)

Thus, photography is diffuse, and it is only association with a 
particular institution and context that gives it coherence. Therefore, 
photographs in themselves are not complete messages that testify the 
truth; only certain institutions make them such. It is also important 
that the analysis of the medium of photography emphasises the insti-
tution and technologies, leaving aside the details of particular images; 
this will help us focus on the production and usage of photographs.

Institutions sustain a specific regime of production and dis-
tribution of the medium. “Photographs are no more, and no less, 
than fragments of ideology, activated by the mechanisms of fan-
tasy and desire within a fragmentary history of images”, while the 

“institutions of photography are inseparable from the institutions 
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Photography was important in Soviet Lithuania as an art form 
and a medium that reflected the idea of universal modernisation 
in both its content and through the communication mechanism 
it employed. The unlimited mechanical reproduction of images, 
and the documentary nature, realism and automation of depic-
tion were the key properties of the medium that deemed it per-
fect for the “industrialisation” of the visual discourse. The Soviet 
state functioned according to the logic of modernisation, as it 

“intensively carried out the project of industrialisation, which in-
evitably prompted the processes of development, bureaucratisa-
tion, and propagation of urbanisation, occupational specialisation, 
universal schooling, and higher standards of formal education.” 
(Keturakis, Leonavičius 2002: 43). The evolution of photography, 
and the formation of the field of the professional usage of the me-
dium, as well as its institutionalisation, also fell into line with the 
demands and nature of most modernisation processes.

Alongside cinema, photography was important to the state 
apparatus as a catalyst for the development of a particular media 
culture, as it was relatively easy to control and manipulate. As an 
art form, photography was readily comprehensible to a wide audi-
ence, because one could read its conventions without possessing 
the kind of context understanding skills and specific knowledge 
that were required by painting or sculpture. Another important 
aspect was photography’s accessibility to every citizen, as the ideo-
logues of Soviet culture emphasised the “Party spirit and popular 
appeal” of art and culture (Matulytė 2005) – the establishment of 
amateur photography clubs was encouraged as a way to promote 

“ideologically acceptable” leisure activities.





The establishment and the activity of the Society

97

The Society of Art Photography of the Lithuanian SSR (LSSR 
FMD) was the only institution in Soviet Lithuania that specialised 
in the production and distribution of photography, as well as pho-
tographic education. Its activity encompassed the creative work 
of professional and amateur photographers both comprehen-
sively (overseeing all of the medium’s functions). and expansively 
(throughout the whole of the Republic). Therefore, an analysis 
of photography as an autonomous medium and the context of 
its expressive conventions requires, first of all, an analysis of the 
institution that sustains and regulates its. This analysis will focus 
on art photography, as it was precisely the latter that the LSSR 
FMD developed, institutionalised, and systematically sustained 
as a separate sphere.

2.1 The technological and organisational 
context of photography in 1960-1970s

When writing on the medium’s historical and artistic aspects, 
one should pay attention to the context that such writing is 
created in and the relativity of one’s perspective. The Polish art 
critic Piotr Piotrowski (2009: 5-6) contradicts the longstanding 
Western belief that art produced in the West was heterogeneous 
and pluralistic, while in the East it was homogeneous and based 
on a uniform ideological foundation, as there was no uniform 
ideology in the Soviet bloc states, and the system governing 
the control and administration of artistic production differed 
from state to state. Hence, even though control did exist, such 
ideological state apparatuses inherently differed from state to 
state; the result being that history of Eastern European art is 
equally heterogeneous. In this way, it would appear that is was, 
vice versa, precisely the West that was homogeneous. Thus, ac-
cording to Piotrowski, it is necessary to rewrite the history of 

 < The opening of Alfonsas Budvytis and Algirdas Šeškus 
exhibition in the annual seminar of art photographers’ in Nida, 
summer guest house “Zunda”, unknown author, 1981





The establishment and the activity of the Society

99

Eastern European art with such local values and situations, as 
well as ideological state apparatuses, in mind. In Lithuania, the 
development of the art of photography as a new discourse was 
also influenced in particular by the local context; with its spe-
cific technological and organisational situation. Naturally, it was 
also influenced by the factors at work throughout the Soviet 
Union as well.

It is difficult to identify an integral photography dispositif 
before the 1960s, since systematic and organised photographic 
activity was virtually nonexistent before then. It was generally 
only press (journalistic) photography which played a prominent 
role in public life, and this form was subject to a strict (thematic 
and ideological) selection criteria5 and, naturally, censorship6. 
Photography clubs were at that time established through trade 
unions within factories and various organisations and associa-
tions, however, they consisted of amateur photographers and 
photography enthusiasts; moreover, their activities were usu-
ally internal, thus their photographs rarely reached the public 
sphere – except for exhibitions held in the organisations’ premises. 
Amateur photography clubs (alongside dance collectives, choirs, 
etc) provided factory workers and institution employees with 
one of a number of approved leisure activities. In general, there 
were few professionally conscious working photographers at the 
time, and even those that did exist had no opportunity to realise 

 5 See Margarita Matulytė (2005), “Totalitarinė fotografija: kova už sielas” – a 
text about official Lithuanian press photography during Stalin’s rule. The ar-
ticle analyses the criteria and construction methods applied to photographs 
that portrayed the Socialist regime positively.

 6 See Arūnas Streikus, “Sovietinė literatūros ir meno cenzūra Lietuvoje 1944–
1955 m.”, in Kultūros aktualijos, 6(59), 2007. Arūnas Streikus, “Sovietinė 
literatūros ir meno cenzūra Lietuvoje 1956–1972 m.”, in Kultūros aktualijos, 
1(60), 2008.

 < Art photographers and critics – members of the jury: 
Algimantas Kunčius, Judelis Kancenbergas, Skirmantas Valiulis, 
Liudvikas Ruikas, Sigitas Krivickas and Remigijus Pačėsa, 
photo by Anatoly Streletsky, 1971
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themselves as artists7. Thus it was almost impossible to speak 
of a dispositif of photography, let alone art photography, before 
the late 1960s. One of the principal reasons behind that was the 
absence of the institutionalised practice of photography as an 
independent medium.

A unified culture and art administration system which inter-
acted both with the local context and the ideology dictated by the 
centre (Moscow) was in place in each of the Soviet Union repub-
lics, forming a specific mechanism for the production, distribution 
and control of art which functioned primarily through creative 
unions. The local bureaucracy functioned in a similar fashion – 
although it received orders and instructions from Moscow, the 
nomenclature followed its own unwritten rules which became 
routine over time (Ivanauskas 2008). Yet there was no clear and 
consistent policy for photography for the whole of Soviet Union, 
since there was no organisation that was responsible for the coor-
dination of photographic activity, and thus the latter was scattered 
across newspapers’ and magazines’ editorial offices and amateur 
photography clubs.

In general, individual engagement in the public distribution 
of creative content was virtually impossible in Lithuania, thus all 
creative workers were organized into appropriate artist unions and 
fellowships. Each photograph that was to be made public had to 
be reviewed by various control institutions like the Art Council 
of the FMD (Interview with Žvirgždas 2008-2) and, later, other 
content and ideological control institutions. Their quantity de-
pended on the way in which a particular photograph was to be 

 7 For an overview of the context, see: Margarita Matulytė, “Sovietinės fo-
tografijos funkcijos ir specifika 1940–1953 m.”, in Genocidas ir rezistencija, 
2003, Nr. 2 (14), p. 69–102, and Margarita Matulytė “Lietuvių fotografijos 
meno raiška kultūros sovietizavimo kontekste (1958–1970 m.)”, in Genocidas 
ir rezistencija, Nr. 1(17), 2005, p. 7–33.

 < Group portrait taken at the Lithuanian photographers’ 
exhibition at the USSR Nations’ Friendship Palace in Leningrad. 
This was the first exhibition of Lithuanian photographers of 
such a scale to be held – around 700 works were exhibited, 
photo by Stanislovas Žvirgždas, 1972
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publicized – whether it was going to be included in a publica-
tion or an exhibition (local, republican, union-wide or interna-
tional one). For instance, in addition to having the possibility to 
exhibit works and send them abroad, an artist belonging to the 
Artists Union “was granted the right to refrain from public work, 
have a studio and buy paint, brushes and canvas upon showing 
a member’s ID at the “Dailė” (“Fine Arts”) store” (Lubytė 1997: 
10). The members of the LSAP, which was established later, en-
joyed analogous rights; the organisation gave them a possibility 
to not only exhibit their work, but also to earn a living by pro-
viding them with orders for applied photographic services and 
photographic materials. Jonas Ramo ka, who served as head of 
the FMD’s Production Department for 15 years, described the ad-
vantages of being a member of the Society:

The situation with photography equipment was difficult – 
yet photographers who were members could obtain eve-
rything, including laboratories and studios. Photographers 
simply had to write an application in order to receive 2-3 rolls 
of photographic paper. One could develop as many prints 
as one wanted to. <…> Almost all photographers used the 
Society’s equipment. <…> People were well-equipped. One 
can only dream of this kind of support now. (Interview with 
Ramoška 2009)

The TechnoLogicaL condiTionS

The poor development of photographic technology in the Soviet 
Union determined that photographic images were circulated in 
everyday life as objects (images tied to a concrete medium – pho-
tographic paper) rather than as information (images that acquired 
importance primarily because of their content; functioning as 

 < A photographer changes film at the art 
photographers’ seminar in Nida, photo by 
V. Zotov, 1981
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intangible objects of value). In comparison, in the Western media 
culture of the 1960s, photographs were in constant circulation in 
daily life and were reproduced by the mass media (television, press, 
advertising, etc.). The small number of photographs produced 
within the Soviet Union and the non-intensive distribution of 
these images essentially went hand in hand with the state of the 
industrial Soviet society: photographs were seen as equal to other 
physical objects, and not as a continuous and partly uncontrol-
lable stream of information. In Lithuania, each photograph that 
appeared in public had a symbolic weight and value, as, despite 
the unlimited replicative capacity and logic of the medium itself, 
its release depended on both the content control institutions and 
economic reality – the constant shortage of photographic mate-
rials and printing possibilities limited the production and distri-
bution of images. Therefore, the technological conditions in the 
Soviet Union assumed the role of restrictive circumstances which 
acted in manner contrary to the logic of the medium instead of 
facilitating the dissemination of images. The mode of the pro-
duction, distribution and usage of the medium in Lithuania was 
obviously different from that which was prevalent in the West in 
the 1960s-1980s, where the advent of a new stage in their develop-
ment – post-industrialism (Bell, The Coming of Post-industrial 
Society, 1973), and the accompanying dawn of the information 
society, or postmodernism (Lyotard, La Condition postmoderne: 
Rapport sur le savoir, 1979) – was already being proclaimed.

In contrast to Western countries, there was no chain of pho-
tography laboratories in Soviet Lithuania (there were only two 
photography and cinema laboratories in Vilnius). In the main this 
meant that if a person wished to make a photograph they had to 
develop their films and make their prints at home (usually set-
ting up a makeshift photo lab in the bathroom), which required 
special equipment and knowledge. The only option available to 

 < Photographers among mannequins at the Vilnius Exhibition 
Palace: Julius Vaicekauskas, R. Vizgirda, Romualdas Rakauskas, 
Antanas Sutkus and Aleksandras Macijauskas, photo by 
Algimantas Kunčius, 1968
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Functioning as a vehicle for communicational conventions, style 
is an important element of the photographic medium, as, through 
the use of the latter’s characteristics; style forms a recognisable 
code that allows photographers to convey their messages to the 
audience. To function in society, the medium of photography re-
quires a certain set of themes and technological qualities; and it 
is through the use such qualities that photographers are able to 
form their group identity. The formation of style is also the result 
of the dispositif ’s activity, thus the former is inseparable from the 
interaction of the dispositif ’s other elements. Acting as the skin 
of the discourse, style also facilitates the visualisation and convey-
ance of the actor-network’s ideas when a new theme or a group of 
themes is incorporated into the discourse.

Therefore, this section will look at how certain qualities of the 
medium, in interaction with the dispositif, helped shape a uniform 
style that conformed to the principles of Socialist Realism, the 

“superstyle” – in other words, the canon – of the time. It is equally 
important to reveal the nature of the relationship between col-
lectivism and individuality. An analysis of the art photographers’ 
intentions and their interaction with Socialist Realism will allow 
us to define the specific nature of Lithuanian art photography.

3.1 The notion of the Lithuanian 
school of photography

Establishing itself as an independent medium in the 1960s, pho-
tography began to search for its own specific language and modes 
of expression. Exhibitions, and the discussions and publications 
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surrounding them that arose in the press and elsewhere facilitated 
the formation of communicational conventions and a localised 
conception of a new usage of photography in Lithuania. This sec-
tion attempts to partly describe and reconstruct this conception 
using the main statements of that period’s discourse.

The conception of Art photography as a separate sphere of 
the usage of the photographic medium had already become ac-
cepted in Lithuania by 1960 (the process of its establishment cul-
minated in the foundation of the FMD), and this idea continued to 
dominate until the declaration of Lithuanian independence. The 
Moscow-based critics defined the local variant of the medium’s 
usage as the “Lithuanian school of photography” (further referred 
to as LFM): it had already become the object of discussions by 
1969, when the initiative group of what was to become the LSSR 
Society of Art Photography presented the exhibition 9 Lithuanian 
Photographers14 to the whole of the Soviet Union. The term was 
coined by Anri Vartanov and Konstantin Vishniavecki and first 
used in the magazine Советское фото (Anninski 2009: 6). These 
critics noted and drew attention to the affinity that existed be-
tween the works of the authors who had participated in the ex-
hibition and would later form the core of the FMD – Antanas 
Sutkus, Algimantas Kunčius, Vitas Luckus, Marius Baranauskas, 
Liudvikas Ruikas, Romualdas Rakauskas, Antanas Miežanskas, 
Vitaly Butyrin and Aleksandras Macijauskas (Vartanov 1997: 10-11). 
The following notions were employed to describe this affinity: eth-
nographic content, reportage aesthetic, psychologism, serialism 
(making pictures in series), and “metaphorical artistic form”15.

 14 “Встреча с литовскими мастерами в Москве”, in Советское фото, 1969, 
Nr. 9, p. 44. Cited in Narušytė A., Nuobodulio estetika Lietuvos fotografijoje, 
2008, p. 22.

 15 Sergei Morozov. Творческая фотография. Moscow: Планета, 1985, p. 289–
290. Cited in Narušytė 2008, p. 22.

 < Annual exhibition of the Society’s members’ works. 
Designer unknown, 1977
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The contours and principles of the Lithuanian school of pho-
tography were delineated by the Russian art critic Lev Anninski 
in his monograph Saulė šakose: apybraižos apie lietuvių fotografiją 
(Sun in the Branches: Essays on Lithuanian Photography, originally 
published in Russian in 1984, translated into Lithuanian in 2009). 
Anninski became the principal legitimator of the LFM’s style and 
discourse, calling it a “national school” and grounding its logic 
upon the uniformity of the photographers’ intentions, since they 
were united by “connections and interaction, the same view of the 
world, an idiosyncratic structure of creative work, and a shared 
set of moral concerns” (Anninski 2009: 11). Moreover, Anninski 
pointed out that it was the series as opposed to the single photo-
graph that was the basic aesthetic unit of the LFM (Anninski 2009: 
11-12), which meant that it should be viewed as a narrative-based 
form – in other words, Lithuanian photogrpahy was concerned 
with telling a certain story.

In addition to the authors and their creative intentions, the con-
text in which they acted was also important to the formation of a 
school and its style: “This is not just R. Rakauskas’ or A. Sutkus’ 
style; rather, this is the common style of their time which they have 
adopted, a shared point of departure.” (Anninski 2009: 13) This 
means that the dispositif of art photography not only united, but also 
shaped its actors through a uniform style that embodied the philo-
sophical attitudes, regulations, and institutional rules of the time.

In accordance with Anninski, another Russian art critic and 
communication theorist Anri Vartanov confirmed that the com-
mon features of the school were:

a) a shared theme (“narrating the story of one’s nation, its life 
and work, and the land in which it lives” (Vartanov 1997: 11);

b) the fusion of the principles of documentary and art photog-
raphy (“They [the representatives of the school] employed 

 < Along the Paths of Wild Animals. Exhibition of 
art photography works by Julius Vaicekauskas. 
Designer uknown, 1970
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the methods of photojournalism (concealed and ordinary 
camera, un-staged situations, direct contact with the 
protagonist), although their objectives were more typical 
of art photography (the creation of a finished image that 
is characterised by a unity of content, form, and style)” 
(Vartanov 1997: 12).

The stylistic affinities that were noted by these outside ac-
tors can be similarly understood within the network, i.e. by the 
photographers themselves; where such affinities are successfully 
disseminated by both the internal and the external actors of the 
network. The Photographer Algimantas Kunčius argued that the 

“school” referred to what united them, their shared worldview and 
values (Interview with Kunčius 2009). Furthermore, Kunčius 
stated that the task of the art of photography was not just to take 
photographs independently, but also to produce prints of high 
quality using the inherent features of the medium of photography 
itself: contrast, tonality, brightness, grain, etc.):

There was a school [of Lithuanian photography that united us], 
so you had to do everything right, but you couldn’t, since the 
quality of the film was poor, and that was when you would be-
come inventive. <…> I simply wanted to achieve what was nec-
essary for a school to exist, what was peculiar to photography, 
what it conveyed (Interview with Kunčius 2009).

Thus, prowess in the creation of photographic images and the 
skilful use of the qualities of the medium itself were one of the 
most important threads that bound the LFM together. The sec-
ond link was a common range of themes (the main thematic 
discourse strands); themes which the photography and film 
critic Skirmantas Valiulis delineated in the following way in his 

 < Exhibition of student art photography works 
from Soviet Union. Designer R. Bičiūnas, 1972
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introduction to the third issue of the Lietuvos fotografija almanac 
(1971): “the love of one’s native land and its hard-working people, 
modernity of thought, and firm humanistic stance”. This descrip-
tion contains the period’s standard discursive formula, one which 
was constantly reproduced. The third shared trait is serialism – the 
viewer became familiar with the Lithuanian art photographer’s 
work through the photographers continued exploration of the 
same themes (Macijauskas’ Kaimo turgūs (Village Markets) (1969-
1987), Straukas’ Paskutinis skambutis (The Last Bell) (1975-1987), 
Rakauskas’ Žydėjimas (Blooming) (1974-1984), and so on).

Lev Anninski’s monograph, which essentially defined the LFM 
as a style and gave the discourse of Lithuanian art photography 
its power, may be considered the first fundamental text to analyse 
and systematise the LFM’s communicational conventions. This 
work contained less commitment to the Soviet system than the 
texts written by Lithuanian critics, and it was also influenced by 
the principles of the depiction of reality that were prevalent at the 
time. Anninski undertook the fundamental project of defining 
the conventions of Lithuanian art photography, determining the 
contours of its discourse, and legitimating it. The monograph is 
strictly divided into 7 sections that logically substantiate the idea 
of the school’s existence. The first section, titled The School, de-
scribes the stylistic standpoints and the foundation of the school. 
The second and the third sections, The Limits of the School and 
The Borders of the School, identify the adjoining spheres of photo-
graphic expression and those styles which bordered on art photog-
raphy. The following sections focus on the rebels and, finally, the 
successors of the school’s tradition. This means that by defining 
the LFM as a uniform style, Anninski in fact identified the stages 
of the actor-network’s formation and continuity.

What is more, Anninski himself, through the virtue of cita-
tion, became an actor within the network, conveying its main 

 < Exhibition of art photography works by Boris Ignatovich 
(Moscow). Dedicated to the 50th anniversary of the USSR. 
Designer J. Galkus, 1972
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ideas concerning the movement’s stylistic traits and consistency. 
Anninski became important as the network’s actor-communicator; 
as the figure who set out the criteria for the determination of the 
purity of the discourse and the style. These criteria, in turn, ena-
bled others to view a stylistic unity within the movement – one 
which gave the LFM the broad contours of a stable actor-network, 
where oppositional actors (those practicing a different style of 
photography) strengthened rather than weakened the network 
and helped to define its limits.

The formation of a uniform style of the LFM can be seen as 
the result of the stabilisation of this actor-network. The style was 
initially identified by outside actors (critics from Moscow), who 
gradually became, however, indispensable actors in the network, 
functioning as its mediators and disseminating the conventions 
for the creation and understanding of art photography.

Thus, alongside its development and dissemination of ideas 
regarding the LFM, the formation of a certain style can be viewed 
as a result of the dispositif in Lithuanian photography. It can be 
concluded that the LFM became a concept which drew attention 
toward a specific local style of photography. Although a more 
comprehensive analysis of the latter requires that a more detailed 
look be taken at the general stylistic foundation of visual art that 
was dominant at the time – Socialist Realism.

3.2 Socialist Realism as the 
foundation of the LFM style

The identification and definition of style and its foundation are 
based upon texts that were written on the subject of photography 
and Socialist Realism after the restoration of Lithuania’s independ-
ence, when it had already become possible to evaluate Socialist 
Realism from a critical distance. This analysis is complemented by 

 < Exhibition of art photography of the Lithuanian SSR. 
Dedicated to the 50th anniversary of the USSR. 
Designer J. Galkus, 1972
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Alongside the institution and the style, it is the medium’s contents 
and the rules that regulate them that are of especial importance as 
regards the study of the medium. In order to understand the FMD’s 
activity during the period discussed, attention must be directed to-
ward the groups of themes that were prevalent at the time, as well 
as the causes that lay behind their dominance. Furthermore, one 
needs to identify the particular photographs that were the most 
influential and iconic within the discourse as a whole. Because the 
institution was an important mechanism of content control, it is 
also necessary to analyse the rules that set the criteria for the deter-
mination of a photograph’s value and artistic worth. In addition, the 
study must address the entire logonomic system and its agents – the 
philosophical and scientific statements that were disseminated and 
established via theoretical and methodological publications.

The discourse is one of the essential elements of the medium’s 
dispositif, and it is directly tied to the institution through commu-
nicational conventions and institutional rules. The discourse also 
depends on philosophical, moral, and scientific statements, part of 
which has already been discussed in the preceding chapters. The 
present section of the book will continue this discussion with an 
analysis of the photographic publications. It will analyse the regu-
lations for the assessment of photographs (which contained the 
detailed evaluation parameters that were to be used) as one of the 
key documents that had a direct influence on the content of the 
discourse. The analysis of the discourse’s structure and fragments 
will allow us to identify the dominant themes and their unifying 
elements, which will then allow us to validate the assumption that 
the dispositif ’s functioning was integral and coherent.
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From the time of its inception, the FMD consistently oversaw the 
determination of the discourse’s contours and the definition of its 
conventions and concepts. In addition to regulating the discourse 
of art photography (and partly, photography in general) through the 
determination of its limits and the organisation of the various forms 
of its materialisation, the organisation thoroughly documented not 
only the discourse itself, but also the majority of the interactions of 
the dispositif ’s various elements. The exhibitions and the publica-
tions were listed and described in chronicles which were published 
as separate booklets (each chronicle represented a particular period: 
1969–1973, 1974–1979, 1980–1983, 1984, 1985, 1986). One can find 
documentation of the post-1986 exhibitions and publications in 
chronicles published after 1997 which continue to spread the ideas 
of the actor-network that emerged in the Soviet era. The chronicles 
published in the Soviet period were records that demonstrated the 
discourse’s intensity and expansion, as well as the actor-network’s 
dynamics, and functioned as agents that legitimated and dissemi-
nated the principles for the creation and perception of art photog-
raphy. The published chronicles became important evidence of the 
network’s geographic and thematic outspread, and strengthened 
the feeling of community and motivation to be a part of a network. 
These records constitute valuable material which complements the 
dispositif ’ as a whole and allow us to reveal the interaction that ex-
isted between all of its elements. Yet the most important published 
records are those that possess evaluative and decision-making power, 
and it is thus necessary to analyse them.

4.1 Methodological and 
theoretical publications

The photography critics (e.g. Sigitas Krivickas, Skirmantas Valiulis, 
Virgilijus Juodakis, and others), the party ideologists (e.g. Balys 

 < Aleksandras Macijauskas, The Wheel / 
Ratas, 1968–1969
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Bučelis, Lionginas Skrebė, and others), and specialised publica-
tions were the FMD’s principal agents that supervised the philo-
sophical, moral and scientific statements and the ideological and 
artistic level of the contents of the discourse that these statements 
defined. The ideological level of photography was regulated in 
accordance with the level of compliance that the themes and de-
pictions shown in the photographs showed towards the require-
ments of Socialist Realism and the visualisation of meaningful 
and valuable subject matter. The artistic level, although sometimes 
identified with the ideological one, usually referred to the image’s 
compliance with certain requirements of visual quality, technical 
execution, and composition.

Conferences, seminars, and mobile propaganda events – lec-
tures for amateur and professional photographers, discussions of 
exhibitions, and so on – were regularly organised with the purpose 
of raising photography’s artistic and ideological level (Propaganda 
and methodological work plan 1972). Publications that were pub-
lished on the occasion of major events – for instance, Fotografijos 
menas ir tikrovė (The Art of Photography and Reality, Krivickas 
1979), Fotografija ir vaizdinė agitacija (Photography and Visual 
Propaganda, Valiulis 1980) – were distributed to photographers 
as theoretical and methodological literature. These publications 
contained advice and guidelines on creating photographic images, 
choosing the proper objects for depiction, identifying the most 
valuable subject matter, and so on. For this reason, these publica-
tions are important records that provide material proof of the dis-
positif ’s philosophical, moral, and scientific statements. Moreover, 
as they were employed as part of the professional education of 
both amateurs and professionals alike, they were an important 
element in the process of the propagation of the actor-network’s 
ideas. One of the discourse-defining publications, Fotografija ir 
vaizdinė agitacija, which, according to its subheading, was aimed 

 < Aleksandras Macijauskas, Pipe Player / 
Dūdorius, 1970
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at the delegates of the Society’s 2nd assembly and was handed out 
to each of its full and candidate members, can be considered as a 
particularly pertinent example. It is a collection of articles com-
piled in accordance with the resolutions of the 5th FMD plenum 
(August 1, 1979), dedicated to the FMD’s tasks toward the realisa-
tion of the CPSU CC’s resolution on the further improvement of 
the quality of ideological and political educational work, and the 
resolutions of the 12th plenum of the Central Committee of the 
Communist Party of Lithuania.

The opening text, which essentially defined the philosophi-
cal and moral framework of the art photography discourse, was 
written by the head of the FMD, Balys Bučelis. The latter formally 
served as the chairman of the FMD’s Governing Board, as Antanas 
Sutkus was not a member of the party and could not serve as the 
head official of the organisation. The title of the text was the same 
as that of the plenum itself, and it discussed the FMD’s tasks and 
their implementation, providing particular examples of the lat-
ter. This text can be viewed as an obligatory safety device, since 
it motivated and substantiated the FMD’s important role in ideo-
logical and political education, and identified the organisation’s 
objective: “Our task is to make photography raise the political 
and civic consciousness of the working people and shape their 
aesthetic taste through all of the means and forms accessible to it” 
(Fotografija ir vaizdinė agitacija 1980: 28). The statements of the 
organisation’s effective activity which are presented are based on 
qualitative and quantitative evidence (for instance, the number of 
visitors and awards received by the photographers).

All of the texts included in the publication can be divided into 
several groups according to their function:

1) Ideological texts that emphasise the role of photography in 
the dissemination of ideas compliant with the resolutions 

 < Aleksandras Macijauskas, from the series 
Veterinary Clinic / iš serijos Veterinarijos 
klinikose, 7, 1977–1980
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of the cPSU and the Communist Party of Lithuania; these 
outline the main philosophical and moral statements of 
the discourse;

2) Aesthetical (Socialist Realist) texts that emphasise art pho-
tography’s relationship with everyday reality, as well as 
human work and leisure; these reveal the connection be-
tween the discourse and a specific style;

3) Professional (practical) texts that aim to raise the level of 
professionalism in the field and improve the quality of pho-
tographic images; these define the particularities of the 
usage of the medium.

Therefore, the plenum dealt with many different problems re-
lated to the medium of photography: from its function as a dis-
seminator of ideas to the possibilities available for professional 
artistic expression. The publication itself essentially reflected the 
main statements of the discourse and the rules regulating the latter. 
For instance, E. Bardauskas presented the Kaunas photographers’ 
experience in attempting to improve the quality of visual motiva-
tion and propaganda (Fotografija ir vaizdinė agitacija 1980: 4), and 
emphasised that art had an increasing influence on the formation 
of the Soviet citizens’ worldview and that it was an element of 
paramount importance in their spiritual life. However, the author 
also noted that the possibilities were far from being exhausted, and 
it was “necessary to strengthen the connection with the audience” 
by bringing the exhibitions directly to where people lived: the dis-
tricts, villages, houses of culture and cinemas. Thus, the objective 
was to make the photography dispositif (or, more specifically, its 
distribution system) function as a network of maximum density 
and spread, one which could reach every viewer – this means that 
the party viewed photography as a particularly useful medium 
and did not doubt the effectiveness of its impact.

 < Aleksandras Macijauskas, from the series 
Village Market / iš ciklo Kaimo turguje, 
1974–1977
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The theoretical-methodological publications functioned as 
agents that defined the boundaries of the discourse. In his article 

“The Soviet way of life and our photography”, the critic Skirmantas 
Valiulis discussed the aesthetic and moral aspects of Lithuanian 
photography. Valiulis criticised the emerging trend of “intellec-
tual photography”, which drew “inspiration not so much from 
life and profound inner experiences as from the general intellec-
tual outlook and awareness of the newest developments in art, 
including photography, of course” (1980: 57). Criticising such 
photographic experiments that did not comply with the tenets of 
Socialist Realism, he referred to them as “banal photography that 
mimics foreign spiritual horizons”. This statement reveals the es-
sence of the dominant Socialist Realist principles and their hostil-
ity to differing styles and content. These remarks encouraged the 
network’s actors to refrain from neglecting the principles of the 
logonomic system and choose appropriate topics. Such methodo-
logical suggestions, presented in the form of critique, embodied 
the philosophical, moral, and scientific statements that defined 
the contours of the art photography discourse.

The 1979 methodological/theoretical collection of texts Paro
dos ir fotomėgėjai (Exhibitions and Amateur Photographers, ed. 
Virgilijus Juodakis) is another example of a discourse-regulating 
publication. It contained the statistics of photography exhibitions 
and achievements, reviews of exhibitions and albums, excerpts 
from discussions and the Russian art critics’ theoretical texts on 
photography. According to the publication’s editor, it was sup-
posed to solve the problem of the shortage of methodological-
theoretical literature about photography in Lithuanian, and “to 
become a helpful resource for the preparation of practical courses 
and provide information and theoretical background for crea-
tive discussions” ( Juodakis 1979: 3–4). It was no accident that 
this mainly educational publication contained no less than three 

 < Algimantas Kunčius, Labanoras village / 
Labanoras, II, 1969
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This book is about the power of photography and the network it 
formed in everyday life and art of Lithuania in 1969–1989.

The monograph reveals how a specific usage of the medium – art pho-
tography – emerged in Lithuania in the 1960s–1980s. It examines the 
way in which photography became established as a new artistic me-
dium; identifies the dominant types of subject matter that existed at 
that time and provides reasons for their popularity, and examines the 
nature of the interaction between art photographers’ individual inten-
tions and collective Socialist Realism principles. The monograph also 
looks at the factors that enabled the photography institution (the LSSR 
Society of Art Photography) to become a highly efficient laboratory for 
the production and distribution of images; an institution which was 
well-known throughout the Soviet Union, as well as the West.

The Society of Art Photography is understood here as the laboratory in 
which both art photography works and the criteria for their evaluation 
were developed. The application of Actor-Network Theory in the analy-
sis reveals how the cohesive interaction of the organisation, technology, 
art photographers, ideas, themes and rules produced the uniform style 
of art photography that came to be referred to as the Lithuanian school 
of photography. The study’s holistic approach provides an insight into 
why soviet art photography remains in demand today, and how a pho-
tographer could become popular back then whilst balancing on the line 
between individual intentions and collective needs. 

This book is not just an account of the way in which one could become 
an artist and a renowned photographer during Soviet times, or what 
was at play in the sphere of everyday media culture at that time, but also 
an engaging exhibition of both previously unpublished archive shots 
and famous art photography works, as well as posters that were pro-
duced to advertise the photography exhibitions of that era.

The monograph will be of interest to art critics and researchers, media 
and communication theorists, philosophers, sociologists, Sovietolo-
gists, historians, photographers, artists, as well as all those interested in 
photography and the development of art and media in Lithuania.


