
INTRODUCTION

Adjusting the Depth of Field

The subject of human rights abuses has sharply marked all Chil-

ean narrative about the national body with images of human re-

mains: of bodies that have not been found, bodies that have not 

been laid to rest. This lack of burial is the image—without recov-

ery—of a historical mourning process, one that never completely 

assimilates the sense of loss, but rather conserves it in an unfin-

ished, transitional version. It is also the metaphorical condition of 

an unsealed temporality: inconclusive, and therefore open to re-

exploration in many new directions by our memory, increasingly 

active and dissatisfied.

—Nelly Richard, The Insubordination of Signs

On May 1, 1984, thousands of people gathered at O’Higgins Park in downtown 
Santiago to celebrate International Worker’s Day and to commemorate the an-
niversary of the First National Strike held to protest the dictatorship.1 The atten-
dance—between eighty thousand and one hundred thousand people according 
to officialist media, and up to two hundred and fifty thousand people according 
to opposition media—surprised even the Comando Nacional de Trabajadores 
(CNT) (National Workers Front), organizers of the event. They had reason to 
be surprised: this demonstration, authorized just a week earlier by the regime, 
was the largest in the history of May 1 celebrations held in Chile (to that date). 
The celebration happened amid a climate of heightened military and police re-
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pression, and as journalist María Olivia Mönckeberg highlights in a chronicle 
published in the opposition magazine Análisis, the “censorship and the manipu-
lation of information [ . . . ] obstructed communications” about the event.2

 Photographer Kena Lorenzini also attended this protest. She was there as a 
graphic reporter for Análisis. A photo she took—a wide shot that shows thou-
sands of people, most of them young, with their arms raised—was published 
along Mönckeberg’s chronicle. Lorenzini took many other photos that day. For 
Lorenzini, a member of the collective Mujeres por la Vida (Women for Life) 
and of the Asociación de Fotógrafos Independientes (AFI) (Independent Pho-
tographers Association), documenting this historic demonstration was impor-
tant. One particular photo, which I have looked at countless times since I started 
writing this book, captures one of the many demonstrators in the foreground 
(see fig. I.1). This photo was not published in Análisis, and I for one did not see it 
until many years later, but I know that it was seen by many pedestrians in the late 
eighties, because Lorenzini walked around Paseo Ahumada (a pedestrian walk 
in the heart of downtown Santiago) with a large reproduction of the photo hang-
ing from her shoulders. I learned of this original form of public display through 
another photo, which I also encountered many years later (see fig. I.5).3 
 Lorenzini’s “Pico” photo always makes me smile. Always. I love its audacity, 
its humor. I know Lorenzini laughed too that day at O’Higgins Park when she 
noticed this guy amidst the crowd. How could she not? The man’s T-shirt is so 
irreverent, yet so precise. In regular Spanish, pico means “beak;” in chileno, it 
also means “dick,” as well as “fuck it” and “fuck this,” which is the best translation 
in this case. Sometimes, looking at the picture, I consider the closeness between 
Lorenzini and her subject. Other times, I admire the agility with which the pho-
tographer adjusted the camera settings to take the photo (at demonstrations, 
everything changes quickly and the risk of police repression is always looming, 
so photographers have little time to prepare their cameras, adjust their lenses, 
focus, and take the photo). Over the years, I have written different short descrip-
tive notes about this photo. One time, I wrote: “The photo frames a man. I don’t 
know who this man is. He seems to be looking up, but I don’t know what he is 
looking at. His gaze is somewhat defiant; I can see he is not afraid, or at least 
he doesn’t seem afraid. There are other people around him, most of them out of 
focus. Some of them carry posters and banners. Some people look up. What are 
they looking at? I don’t know. The message on the man’s T-shirt is hilarious, but 
also very telling: Pico. Pico: this four-letter word condenses, in a way, the senti-
ment shared by the demonstrators.”
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 Reading this note now, many years later, I realize I barely took notice then 
of other elements (people, posters, banners) also visible in the photo—all my 
attention was on the man’s T-shirt, I guess. Yet, if I adjust my gaze, I can easily 
focus on these other elements, most of them blurred in the background. I can 
take notice, for example, of a man who carries some documents under his arm 
and seems to be hurrying along. He wears a suit and a tie. Considering that this 
was a rally held on a national holiday day, the presence of this man is intriguing. 
Where was he heading in such a hurry? What were those documents he was 
carrying? Why was he wearing a suit and a tie? I also take note of a man with 
a camera hanging from his neck—I say to myself, another photographer like 
Lorenzini, working on International Workers Day to document this important 
demonstration. If I readjust my gaze once more, I can turn my attention to the 
woman located to the left side of the frame: she seems to look at her arm insis-
tently. I can also recognize, in one of the posters far in the background, Salvador 
Allende’s face (the trace of a trace). With my eyes still on the photo, I can take in 

Figure I.1. First Rally, O’Higgins Park, Santiago de Chile, May 1, 1984. Credit: Kena Lorenzini. Black and white. 
Kena Lorenzini’s personal archive.
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one important detail: most of the objects appearing farther in the background 
(men, women, posters, flags) have very fuzzy contours. Even if I can neither 
distinguish nor describe these objects, I can tell they are there—they might be 
blurred, but they are not invisible.

I will come back to Lorenzini’s “Pico” photo later. For now, suffice it to say 
that, looking at this documentary image, I started to consider its depth of field 
more dynamically, which in turn led me to formulate depth of field as a criti-
cal concept to explore the expanding field of photography. In case the reader 
is not familiar with the concept, I shall offer a brief explanation: depth of field 
is a measure that designates the relative sharpness of an image. This relative 
sharpness is measured by the distance between the focused objects appearing 
in the foreground, middle ground, and background of an image: those pho-
tographs in which all elements have clear, sharp contours are said to have a 
great depth of field; in contrast, when the elements in the foreground or those 
in the background appear blurred, the photograph is said to have a shallow 
depth of field.4 In The Insubordination of Photography, the notion of depth of 
field is concomitant to the notion of expanding field. Because of this link, both 
notions and their respective meanings get carried away, so to speak—not un-
like photographs—in the play of metonymy and imagination. Thus, if depth of 
field commonly refers to the area of   acceptable sharpness of a photograph, in 
the pages that follow the term evokes what is discernible, intelligible, or vis-
ible within the expanding field of photography. By adjusting the focus of the 
camera lens, objects or practices previously undefined or blurred can become 
visible or sharper in the frame and vice versa: this readjustment (among other 
aspects) allows for a greater depth of field. Likewise, by readjusting the view 
over the photographic field, objects not available or not previously considered 
can become visible, come to light.
 And this brings me to the heart of my book: despite the relentless tactics 
devised by the civic-military dictatorship to control the visual field and ad-
just the depth of field, photography became a paramount documentary tool 
to denounce, protest, and challenge the dictatorship. In The Insubordination of 
Photography, I analyze the documentary practices of photography devised by 
different collectives (relatives of the detained-disappeared, visual artists, and 
photographers), organizations, and independent media that resisted, defied, and 
participated in the downfall of the Chilean dictatorial regime. I formulate the 
objects I study as documentary pratices of photography because I focus not only 



 Introduction: Adjusting the Depth of Field 5

on photographs as evidence or testimonies of horror, but rather on photogra-
phy as a documentary practice—a democratic “civil practice,” to borrow Ariella 
Azoulay’s formulation, one that opened up a political space of resistance based 
on collaboration, creation, sanctuary, solidarity, accompaniment, play, and even 
humor.5

The Military’s Depth of Field

There is little doubt that photography was profusely used by the dictatorship. 
The military junta and officialist media not only shaped the visual field since 
the very first day of the coup, but also adjusted the depth of field through the 
production of documentary traces. Some events were displayed in the very 
foreground to terrorize and intimidate; other events were framed in convo-
luted narratives and complex backgrounds, just like those photographs with 
a deep depth of field, where a lot of elements are seen, at a distance, but it is 
sometimes difficult to distinguish them. Indeed, not long after the Hawker 
Hunter jets began to bombard La Moneda Presidential Palace on Septem-
ber 11, 1973, the military junta and pro-military media outlets gained almost 
absolute control over the depth of field.6 The first photo reproduced on the 
front cover of La Tercera—one of the two newspapers that circulated two days 
after the coup—showed La Moneda in flames, behind a big headline that read: 
“Gigantic ‘Clean-up’ Operation of Extremists: Military Junta Took Control.”7 
A caption printed over the photo indicated: “Thus fell La Moneda.” An arrow 
points to La Moneda hidden behind the orange smoke in the background of 
the photo. The interior pages also included numerous photos. Some of them 
were out of focus because they were made in the middle of it all, in the hours 
(and minutes) prior to the bombardment (see fig. I.2). The photos showed 
tanks, soldiers in position pointing their weapons, people running with their 
hands up, and La Moneda Palace burning. The headings published alongside 
these images didn’t offer much information: “Junta threatened to kill all ex-
tremists in resistance,” “All bank accounts are frozen,” and, amazingly, “The 
situation across the country is normal.” Shaky, frenzied documentary footage 
of downtown Santiago and of La Moneda besieged by military tanks, obtained 
with handheld cameras, was also broadcast on Televisión Nacional the very 
day of the coup.
 Officialist media outlets, led by media mogul Agustín Edwards—owner of 
El Mercurio and of the media conglomerate that, as is well documented, played 
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an instrumental role in the military coup—would soon give to these images 
and to the bombardment of La Moneda itself a framework, a (cover-up) story, 
and a deeper depth of field.8 To be clear, this was not the first demonstration 
of military defiance, and the fabrication of fake news and propaganda did not 
begin with the civic-military coup either.9 Indeed, this was the continuation of 
an ideological warfare partly financed by the U.S. government, first conceived 
and implemented in the context of the 1964 elections.10 What changed after the 
coup, however, was that any expression of dissent or opposition to the military 
junta became forbidden and severely repressed. For nonofficialist national me-
dia, attempts to report or broadcast what was going on were considered forms 
of dissent, threats to the country’s national security, and against the efforts of 
“reconstruction.”
 According to news specials that proliferated in the weeks that followed the 
coup, the bombardment had been in response to an alleged “auto coup” planned 

Figure I.2. La Tercera spread with large photos of military repression taken the day of the coup. September 
13, 1973. Black and white. Elías Adasme’s personal archive.


