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It is the diffuseness of this boundary that em
erges as a them

e in 
the w

ork of Lissel and Stolz. In their w
orks, the photographic 

resem
bles natural processes in stabilized form

: Light-based im
ages 

of various kinds, spontaneous m
im

esis in unexpected m
aterials.  

The w
orld suddenly appears to be filled w

ith processes – am
ong 

w
hich traditional chem

otechnical photography seem
s like just one 

realization of w
hat are, in principle, infinite possibilities that allow

 
the cultural utilization of nature’s persistent tendency to represent 
itself. At the sam

e tim
e, this technologically established photogra-

phy does not solely seem
 like a conserved visibility either; instead,  

it itself appears as a part of the continuum
 of the m

aterial reality 
that is reproduced through it. Thus, in the w

ork of Edgar Lissel and 
Claus Stolz, photography is not just a technological artifact but an 
opportunity to repeatedly reestablish a relationship betw

een nature 
and im

age – an opportunity that presents itself in the face of the 
digital im

age just as it did at the beginning of the photographic era. 
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least since its absorption into the w
orld of digital im

ages – becom
es 

explicit in Stolz’s diptych. How
ever, Stolz em

phatically m
aintains his 

stance regarding reality’s appearance in the photographic im
age. 

Like Roland Barthes, w
ho recognized photography as a “m

essage 
w

ithout a code,” w
hich is distinguished by an elem

ent – albeit 
scarcely perceptible – of direct reference that evades every socially 
constructed m

eaning, Stolz is also interested in the point at w
hich 

the photographed reality is entirely on its ow
n. He found this in  

an old photographic plate he ordered from
 Japan. W

ithout date, 
w

ithout attribution, w
ithout context – the m

eaning of this oblique 
shot of a seascape rem

ains open. The title of convenience O
cean 

Sunrise or Sunset, Japanese, under w
hich Stolz purchased the plate, 

also testifies to its irretrievability. Here, a photographic im
age 

rem
ains entirely self-contained – and develops a special beauty 

precisely in this w
ay.

Iconoautopyhyse, physautotype, and physaletotype, but also 
physautographie, parautophyse, and alethophyse – Niépce never 
arrived at a final decision in favor of any one of the term

s he 
created. Instead, in a note added later to the sheet from

 his journal, 
he radicalizes the attem

pt at developing a nom
enclature. He seem

s 
to consider the idea that, if the relationship betw

een nature and  
its representation in photography is so difficult to define, perhaps 
photography can sim

ply be understood as nature itself: as physaute 
or autophyse ? Concentrated w

ithin these em
phatic nam

es are 
once again the experience that photography suspends itself in its 
view

ing, so to speak – m
aking it the perfect analogy for nature  

as w
ell as its conceptualization as an im

age w
hose author is nature 

itself. Tw
o w

orks by Lissel and Stolz sim
ilarly channel the interest  

in the photographic into an engagem
ent w

ith nature itself. The  
title of Lissel’s series N

atura facit saltus alludes to the historical 
scientific axiom

 that asserts precisely the opposite: that nature 
does not m

ake leaps, that all its processes unfold continuously.  
On a black ground, Lissel presents photographs of natural  
objects that allow

 us to identify the process of their form
ation:  

crystallization, sedim
entation, stratification. The activity of a 

natura naturans extended over years and centuries in them
,  

but it is nonetheless fixed in the stone like a single instant – and 
their photographs appear in the form

 of m
om

entary snapshots.  
In Stolz’s K

am
m

erspielen (Cham
ber Plays), on the other hand, 

the hum
an also enters into natural events. W

hat, at first glance, 
presents itself as sober botanical photography in the tradition of 
Karl Blossfeldt, proves upon closer inspection to be an illusionary 
com

bination of artificial and natural m
aterials: plastic poppy 

flow
ers rest on natural stem

s, a holly plant blossom
s as an artificial 

gerbera, and Ping-Pong balls em
erge from

 som
e of the calyxes.  

Like Joan Fontcuberta, w
ho com

piled a herbarium
 of pseudo-plants 

out of a repertoire of organic m
aterial fifty years after Blossfeldt,  

Stolz plays ironically w
ith the claim

 to a photographic revelation  
of a vocabulary of floral form

s. How
ever, in his w

ork, these form
s 

no longer appear as a pristine natural beauty but, instead,  
as alw

ays already reshaped and reproduced by m
an. In these  

m
inim

alist still lifes, the ephem
eral and enduring, horticultural  

and industrial, grow
n and arranged becom

e united into  
form

ations that blur the boundary betw
een culture and nature. 
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e 
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w

eg
 ü

be
r d

as
 ch

em
o-

also create their ow
n environm

ent for them
selves, w

hich stands in 
opposition to their previous one: For hum

ans, Lissel’s body im
ages 

are toxic and so they w
ere eventually destroyed. W

hat rem
ains  

are photographs – produced using a special lighting m
ethod – of 

this laboratory-like experim
ental arrangem

ent, w
hich results in an 

im
age of the experim

enter him
self.

W
ith the expression alethes (true) Niépce positions photography 

w
ithin an epistem

ological field. The utopia of visual representa-
tion’s detachm

ent from
 the influence of hum

an fallibility resonates 
in physaletotype, the true im

pression of nature: Photography 
appears as true in the sense of a m

echanical objectivity w
hose 

paradigm
 in the realm

 of the visible is the cam
era obscura.  

Through the fixation of its fleeting im
age, a seeing and depicting 

that optically only served a supporting role becom
e an autonom

ous 
artistic process. At the sam

e tim
e, the m

etaphorization of the 
cam

era obscura as a m
odel of the epistem

ological process itself 
also lives on in its photographic version, together w

ith its splitting 
of the w

orld into an inside and out: The device’s aperture or lens 
becom

es a neuralgic point m
ediating betw

een the Cartesian res 
cogitans and the res extensa, betw

een the inner m
ental w

orld of 
the view

er and external reality. Lissel m
akes this distinction into  

the subject of his R
äum

e – Fotografische D
ekonstruktionen 

(Room
s – Photographic Deconstructions). Private living room

s 
becom

e m
odels of interiority for him

 in the form
 of subjective 

m
icrocosm

os. Lissel transform
s them

, together w
ith their  

furnishings, into w
alk-in pinhole cam

eras: A sm
all opening in  

the blacked-out w
indow

s projects an im
age of the outside w

orld 

– scenes from
 Germ

an cities – onto a large sheet of photo paper 
attached to the opposite side of the room

. Tw
o places and tw

o 
processes of photographic im

aging sim
ultaneously inscribe them

-
selves there: The “out there” of the view

 through the w
indow

, as  
an upside-dow

n perspectival projection of light, and the “in here”  
of the furnishings, w

hich interrupt the projection and appear in  
the im

age photogram
m

atically, in the form
 of w

hite silhouettes.  
In this w

ay, Lissel uses photographic m
eans to sketch a reflective 

space in w
hich the experience of external reality presents itself  

as a com
plex intertw

ining of subjective preconditions and  
a realistic im

pression.
 How

ever, the truth of the photographic im
age also very concretely 

reveals itself to be a precarious construct w
hen the possibilities of 

retouching have becom
e so refined that they now

 leave no trace at 
all of their intervention in the im

age. Stolz’s B
ird on Fence Post I/II 

constructs a case of this kind w
ith the help of an old glass  

negative, w
hich – in itself – seem

s largely unsuspicious in term
s of  

m
anipulation. Tw

o versions of the im
age stand beside one another: 

W
e recognize a fence post in each, but a little chickadee has only 

landed on one of them
. Thus, the other im

age bears w
itness not 

just to w
hat is found in it, but also and prim

arily to an absence.  
The chickadee has not flow

n aw
ay, because m

inor blem
ishes allow

 
us to unam

biguously trace both versions back to the sam
e original. 

How
ever, it rem

ains unclear w
hether it is really the absence that is 

artificial – w
hether Stolz has rem

oved the bird from
 the original – 

or w
hether it is not actually the presence that is entirely fictional. 

Thus, a fundam
ental dubiousness attached to photography – not 
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itself. Lissel occupies him
self w

ith the fascinating phenom
enon of 

autopoiesis in his w
ork V

anitas, from
 the series B

acterium
, in w

hich 
cyanobacteria becom

e the vehicle for photographic im
ages. Lissel 

uses their phototaxis, the fact that these bacteria m
ove tow

ards 
light, to create ephem

eral, biological photogram
s: He lays natural 

objects on Petri dishes containing cultures of the bacteria and then 
directs light on them

. The bacteria gather w
here these objects do 

not obstruct the light. Here, anim
ate nature generates docum

ents 
of that w

hich perishes: a slice of apple, flies, leaves, a fish – sym
bols 

from
 the iconography of Baroque vanitas still lifes, w

hose organic 
originals decay during the process, w

hich takes days. Dissolution, 
on the one hand, is juxtaposed w

ith the creation of im
ages, on the 

other; photography thus appears w
ithin this constellation as a slice 

through a natural process of becom
ing and passing – to w

hich its 
fragile products are ultim

ately also subject.

Indexicality, w
hich is such a central concept for chem

otechnical 
photography, em

erges in another w
ord form

ed by Niépce:  
P

hysis – aute – typos becom
e physautotype, the im

pression of 
nature itself. Like in a w

ax tablet, the visible im
presses itself into 

the photographic im
age and is conserved by it as a past present. 

Plato already describes the faculty of m
em

ory in a very sim
ilar 

m
anner: Here again it is a w

ax, som
ething spiritual, the gift of the 

M
use M

nem
osyne, in w

hich perceptions and thoughts – like signet 
rings – leave behind im

pressions. In the w
orld of im

ages, view
ing 

the “m
irror w

ith a m
em

ory” (as Oliver W
endell Holm

es, one of  
its early com

m
entators, called the photograph) not only enables  

us to render the past present like no other im
age before – the  

m
anner in w

hich it functions also recalls that of m
em

ory. Lissel’s  
M

nem
osyne II develops this analogy. The w

alk-in installation 
inverts, so to speak, the photographic configuration consisting of 
light projection, darkroom

, and sensitive surface: In the interior  
of a darkened, but not entirely dark room

, a surface w
ith thin, 

alternating, vertical stripes of m
irrors and fluorescent pigm

ents  
has been placed across from

 a flash bulb. W
hen people step in  

front of this tabula rasa, they initially encounter them
selves 

in the m
irror im

age, in all their actuality. How
ever, m

ovem
ent 

sensors then set off the flash and cause the surface to glow
:  

The m
irror im

age is overlaid w
ith a silhouette featuring identical 

contours – a conserved past, w
hich view

ers can step out of, quickly 
fades and is soon replaced by a different shadow

 at the next flash. 
Here, the “m

irror w
ith a m

em
ory” becom

es a m
etaphor that also 

incorporates forgetting.

Lissel’s biological self-portraits are not im
pressions in the m

atrix  
of another m

aterial but traces of the body that com
e from

 its  
ow

n surface: His hands, his arm
, and his torso leave behind living 

im
ages of them

selves. Bacteria also serve as the m
edium

 of the 
im

age in M
yself I; here, how

ever, it is the ones that live on the 
surface of our skin. They becom

e the vehicle of the im
age through 

Lissel’s pressing his body onto an agar-based nutrient solution. 
Over the course of several days, that w

hich otherw
ise lives  

sym
biotically w

ith the body m
ultiplies and lives separately from

  
the body, in order to finally create – in the form

 of a chrom
atically 

differentiated culture – a m
onum

ent to it. Detached from
 their 

form
er host, w

ith w
hom

 they lived in fragile balance, the bacteria 
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m
anner, they excavate the foundations of a photographic that has 

transform
ed from

 a technical m
edium

 into a know
ledge form

ation. 
In doing so, they do not use photography prim

arily as a m
eans to 

reproduce external reality; instead, setting out from
 elem

entary 
phenom

ena of the becom
ing and perception of the photographic 

im
age, they explore that m

ysterious aspect of w
ithdraw

al, w
hich 

had already fascinated Niépce and Talbot at the historical origin  
of photography. Just as the boundary betw

een art and science 
becam

e blurred in the practice of these tw
o historical pioneers of  

photography, Lissel and Stolz also use aesthetic m
eans for their 

research, and nature once again repeatedly appears in the role of 
an actively productive potency. 

Niépce called his photographs heliographs before occupying him
self 

m
ore intensively w

ith the issue of nam
ing them

. This term
, form

ed 
in analogy to the lithograph, m

akes it seem
s as though the sun 

w
ere draw

ing w
ith the pow

er of its rays, just as it uses them
 to 

enable w
arm

th, visibility, and life. Stolz has also nam
ed a group of 

his w
orks H

eliographs. He takes this early nam
e literally and uses 

it to stage an attack on the m
ature form

 of chem
otechnical photo-

graphy. As the results of radically long exposure tim
es, in w

hich 
Stolz focuses the disc of the sun directly onto various photographic 
m

aterials, his H
eliographs take up the them

e of light’s potency 
as the fundam

ental prerequisite for photographically generating 
im

ages: The sun draw
s by being brought into the center of the 

picture – operating not via the detour of chem
otechnical processes 

but directly on its m
edia. Its concentrated rays cause the photo-

chem
ical em

ulsion to bulge, rupture, and becom
e charred. At the 

sam
e tim

e, individual qualities of the m
aterial that rem

ain invisible 
w

hen it is used in the intended m
anner em

erge in the Heliographs 
created according to Stolz’s m

ethodical procedure. He also further 
discloses these qualities in the course of their docum

entation 
through reproduction lighting. The results are concrete photo-
graphs: diverse articulations of form

 and sim
ultaneously traces of  

a creative as w
ell as destructive energy source that photography 

shares w
ith every process of anim

ate nature. The individuality  
of the m

aterial also plays a role in Stolz’s Lichtbilder, a Germ
an 

synonym
 for photographs that literally m

eans “light im
ages.”  

Here som
ething is brought to light and into the picture that 

norm
ally rem

ains hidden from
 view

: the anti-halation backing on 
the reverse side of photographic plates. This substance prevents  
a halo from

 form
ing around bright points in the im

age and is 
norm

ally w
ashed aw

ay during developm
ent. Using historical plates 

that have survived for decades in unopened packages, Stolz m
akes 

this m
eans of preventing a photographic nim

bus visible. At the 
sam

e tim
e, streaks, scratches, dust, and fingerprints identify the 

photographic m
aterial as an object that has been m

ade, is subject 
to tim

e, and bears the traces of its storage and decay.

How
ever, for Niépce, the term

 heliograph highlights only a single 
aspect under w

hich photography can be understood. In his later 
search for a nam

e for his invention, he continually com
bined his 

Greek term
s into new

 com
pounds, w

hich he w
rote one under the 

other w
ithout conclusively opting for any one of the specific aspects 

em
phasized by each. Thus, he com

bined eikon – aute – physis to 
form

 the nam
e iconautophyse: the im

age that nature produces of 
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autom
atism

 of the im
age’s creation solely as an absence of  

hum
an intervention. Instead, w

hat finds expression in these early 
term

inological form
ations is a claim

 that is also found in m
ore 

recent definitions of photography’s essence: it is defined positively, 
based on the concrete “how

” of its com
ing about. Roland Barthes 

has prom
inently traced the aspect of the photographic im

age’s 
irreducible w

itnessing, its “that-has-been”, back to the im
m

ediate 
physical contact betw

een the light com
ing from

 the object and the 
surface of the photographic m

aterial. This indexicality of the 
photographic im

age, the necessary and directly physical causal 
connection betw

een it and its referent, already resonates in 
Niépce’s as w

ell as Talbot’s conception of the reproductive process 
as an im

pression. At the sam
e tim

e, in their cases, indexicality 
appears in the light of the Rom

antic philosophy of nature, w
ith the 

photographic im
age appearing as the product of an autogenetic 

process w
hose subject is creative nature itself. 

W
ith regard to these definitions, the digitization of the photo- 

graphic process takes the form
 of a radical rupture. In the digital 

record, the direct and continuous transfer – the latent presence or 
directly visible trace of light’s influence w

ithin the photochem
ical 

im
age – is essentially replaced by a transform

ation: the transla- 
tion of light intensities into discontinuous num

erical values.  
An inform

ation-technological abstraction has now
 replaced the  

im
pression that is w

ithdraw
n in its creation, but directly visible  

in its result: The digital photo converges w
ith every other kind of 

digitally stored inform
ation in a m

ass of data, from
 w

hence it 
em

erges as an im
age only in the act of view

ing – and, furtherm
ore, 

in the sam
e m

anner as nonphotographic im
ages. Follow

ing 
photography’s digitization, it is no longer possible to speak to  
the sam

e extent of the referent’s “adherence” in the photograph,  
as Barthes had put it, and this developm

ent has often been  
experienced in term

s of a com
plete loss of photographic im

ages’ 
indexical character. In the early 1990s, picture theorists like  
W

.J.T. M
itchell accordingly prophesied the “death of photography” 

and the beginning of a post-photographic era. How
ever, it has 

apparently never com
e to that: In spite of their fundam

entally 
different ontological status, the discursive form

s that em
erged  

out of the traditional photochem
ical im

age have persisted in the 
handling of digital photographs and their ongoing interpretation  
as authentic docum

ents of reality. Digital photographs continue  
to furnish the suggestion of reality that had once been guaranteed 
by indexicality, but they have sim

ultaneously becom
e just  

another im
age am

ong im
ages in term

s of their data structure and 
m

anipulability. W
olfgang Ullrich has described the response to 

them
 as a “digital nom

inalism
” that sees the digital photographic 

im
age as sim

ultaneously the im
print of reality and as an artifact.  

In the course of its digitization, photography has detached itself 
from

 its concrete m
ediality, it has becom

e a form
al effect encased 

w
ithin a historically developed discursive form

ation. It thus seem
s 

logical that this loss of m
edial identity has led to a renew

ed interest 
in the traditional photochem

ical techniques that offer access to  
the archetypes and m

odels of this postm
edial photographic.

Edgar Lissel and Claus Stolz respond to the postm
edial state in 

w
hich photography has since found itself. In an archaeological 
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In 1832, Nicéphore Niépce drew
 up a list in his journal. He w

as 
seeking a new

 nam
e for the im

ages that, for several years, he had 
been fixing on various m

aterials w
ith and w

ithout the use of a 
cam

era – solely through the influence of the light. Yet it w
as exactly 

this light that w
as m

issing am
ong the Greek w

ords he carefully 
w

rote in a colum
n in his journal. Instead, the m

ost im
portant 

concept for Niépce w
as that of nature – physis. How

ever, he w
as 

uncertain exactly how
 nature w

as involved in the creation of these 
im

ages, precisely how
 this photographic process of reproduction 

w
as to be understood: W

as it a draw
ing – graphe? Or perhaps an 

im
pression – typos – instead? A reflexive aspect – aute – w

as 
also to be considered. Niépce approached this problem

 by m
eans  

of com
binatorics. One after the other, he tried out potential  

connections betw
een the term

s: physautographie, physautotype, 
iconoautophyse, and so on. Niépce’s attem

pt at a nom
enclature 

show
s that, for him

, nature w
as both active and passive in photo-

graphy. Nature is represented through the products of the process, 
but it also brings forth these products. Niépce w

as not alone in 
approaching the essential definition of photography in the light of 
an em

phatic concept of nature: His contem
porary W

illiam
 Henry  

Fox Talbot, w
ho also produced photographic im

ages soon after him
, 

likew
ise w

rote of their creation that they “are im
pressed by Nature’s 

hand.” Thus, for Talbot, the active and the passive part of nature in 
the photographic im

age m
erge in the act of im

pression.

Both Talbot and Niépce seek – in the w
ords of Peter Geim

er – to 
bring a “m

om
ent of w

ithdraw
nness” into their term

inological 
approach tow

ards photography: They do not w
ant to describe the 

Com
binatorics of 

the Photographic 
T

he w
ork of  

E
dgar Lissel  

and C
laus Stolz

—
 Paul Brakm

ann



Exhibition Lichtecht, Claus Stolz



Claus Stolz · Sun #292 · 2017 · 140 x 100 cm · Ultrachrome Pigment Print, Photo RagClaus Stolz · Sun #220C · 2015 · 120 x 120 cm · Ultrachrome Pigment Print, Photo Rag



Claus Stolz · Chamber Play #43 · 2021 · 59,4 x 42,0 cm · Ultrachrome Pigment Print, Photo RagClaus Stolz · Chamber Play #54 · 2021 · 59,4 x 42,0 cm · Ultrachrome Pigment Print, Photo Rag



Claus Stolz · Bird on Fence Post I · 2021 · 170 x 100 cm · Ultrachrome Pigment Print, Photo RagClaus Stolz · Bird on Fence Post II · 2021 · 170 x 100 cm · Ultrachrome Pigment Print, Photo Rag
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