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Abstract: Photography has developed through many technologies, from early camera obscura principles to
contemporary digital systems. In contemporary photography culture, the aim is often to capture the perfect
image in a fraction of a second. Within contemporary photography, attention has shifted towards clarity and
visual precision, while visual ambiguity is considered a defect and even an image failure. Drawing on
photography theory, this article discusses how softness and reduced sharpness contribute to the aesthetic
experience. Using a qualitative, conceptual, and interpretive approach, the study suggests that visual
ambiguity in digital pinhole photography challenges dominant expectations of photographic realism. Rather
than treating this phenomenon as a fault, the paper argues that ambiguity serves as an important expressive
aesthetic strategy that invites contemplative viewing. By bringing together various discussions of
photographic and pinhole photography theory, the article highlights the need to reconsider sharpness as a
culturally constructed value within contemporary digital photography.
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1. Introduction

Digital photography has become one of the most accessible, widely used, and user-friendly tools for image
creation in the modern era, largely due to the widespread availability of smartphones and advances in sensor
technology. It is commonly associated with clarity, resolution, and visual accuracy. Images that show softness,
blur, or visual uncertainty due to lens limitations are often considered technically weak or less significant.

In photography practice and scholarship, most discussions of pinhole photography emphasize education and
technique rather than aesthetic theory. Despite its seemingly simple mechanics, the digital variant has received
limited scholarly attention, and its aesthetic implications remain underexplored. This study aims to understand
digital pinhole photography as a photographic practice and to examine how softness, visual imperfection, and
temporal aspects function aesthetically within it.

This study is limited to digital pinhole photography conducted under natural outdoor conditions, excluding
indoor or studio environments. It is a conceptual and interpretive study rather than a practice-based
investigation. First, the paper outlines how contemporary digital photography is shaped by clarity and
sharpness driven standards. Then, it reviews historical and theoretical discussions of softness, blur, and
pinhole photography. Finally, it interprets digital pinhole photography as an aesthetic practice in which
reduced sharpness functions as a meaningful visual condition rather than a technical failure.
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2. Literature Review

2.1. Softness and blur as an aesthetic strategy

Softness and blurred images are often treated as an effect or an additional outcome in photography. The idea
of being real and perfectly accurate has become a common understanding of sharpness. However, the history
of photography states that softness has been used as an emotional and expressive visual standard rather than
an imperfect image as a failure of mechanical work. Within Pictorialism, the early artistic photography era,
photographers applied post-production manipulation techniques using hands and brushes to achieve a
painterly effect, utilizing the play of light to create a surreal mood that made visual images appear more like
masterpieces than factual descriptions [1].

Figure 1. George Davison, The Onion Field, Mersea Island, Essex, 1890 (photographed). Photogravure on
paper. The Royal Photographic Society Collection at the Victoria and Albert Museum, accession no.
RPS.2369-2017. Source: V&A Explore the Collections.

As shown in figure 1, within Pictorialism, photography was approached as an aesthetic choice. In George
Davison’s The Onion Field, the lensless pinhole process yields an intentionally diffused, painterly image
rather than sharp description. These discussions suggest that this transition helped photography to stand
alongside painting and other fine arts, shifting attention away from mechanical reproduction but toward
expressive interpretation and emotional resonance. [2]. In this context, blur and the softness functioned as
aesthetic strategies that shaped how images were perceived rather than how precisely they detailed a subject.
This pictorial context frames softness as an intentional aesthetic choice, often produced through technique
and control to generate mood and expressive interpretation rather than clear precision.

In contemporary visual culture, blur is not seen only as a defect, rather, it is often used to generate meaning,
not simply to produce better picture quality or recognition. Hristova argues that blur is an essential element
as an aesthetic condition that changes visibility and perception within digital image processing, challenging
the demand for constant clarity and legibility [3]. Although her discussion does not directly address pinhole
photography, her analysis positions blur not only as an aesthetic style but as a condition that reorganizes
visibility and perception within digital image culture, shaping how images are encountered, read, and trusted.

In pinhole photography, softness results from lensless image formation through a small aperture and longer
exposure time, producing tonal diffusion and reduced definition as defining characteristics of the medium [4].
Unlike pictorialist soft-focus, where softness is often crafted through intervention or stylistic control, pinhole
softness emerges from the imaging condition itself. This makes digital pinhole photography especially
relevant for questioning sharpness not as a natural requirement of photography, but as a dominant convention
that later became established as a standard.
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2.2. Sharpness, resolution, and photographic ideology

Now, a common practice to judge whether a photo has good quality is by looking at its sharpness. Such a
trap or standard is created to evaluate it. From the development of lenses to the current digital sensors, clarity
and resolution have photography been closely associated with realism, accuracy, and technical competence in
photography. In digital, sharpness is the first control that is checked to evaluate the medium and its visual
success. This emphasis has shaped both the standards and expectations of what a photo should look like.

Theories have long observed that the authority of a camera is embedded in its apparent ability to render a
subject's clarity. Sontag noted that photographs are often believed because they appear to present the world
with factual precision, showcasing the belief that clarity is aligned with truth [5]. Within this concept, sharp
images are more immediately accepted as reliable representations, while softness and blur are looked at as
deviations from the photographic purpose. These assumptions laid the foundation for sharpness as a cultural
belief shaping photography standards.

With the rise of digital imaging, this concept has multiplied enormously. Post-production equipped software,
autofocus technology, and the greater capacity of sensor resolution provided details of an image, reinforcing
sharpness as a minimum expectation. Manovich states that digital technology naturally encourages images to
be clear, precise, and optimized because that is how digital systems are built to function [6]. As a result, digital
photography is often assessed and measured for improvement with the greater resolution and sharper output,
leaving limited space for visual ambiguity or uncertainty.

As critiques of the historical content of photographic realism convey clearly, sharpness is not a natural or
universal standard. Batchen argues that unresolved contradictions exist between nature and culture, subject
and object, and recording and interpretation. This implies that photography's identity has always been
compared and contrasted between expression and documentation [7]. From this perspective, sharpness
functions as one visual convention rather than an inherent requirement of the medium.

Within this context, digital pinhole photography is conceptually important because it does not simply reduce
clarity; it proposes a different visual logic. Rather than treating realism as instant sharp description, it
foregrounds time and light in image formation, producing a temporal and perceptual realism shaped by
duration, tonal diffusion, and viewing experience.

2.3. Digital photography and resistance to clarity

Contemporary photographic practices increasingly question this clarity-driven ideology. Caraffa frame
photographs not only as records of reality but also as material and affective objects whose significance
emerges through the conditions of viewing, handling, and interpretation [8]. From this perspective, visual
ambiguity doesn’t signal any loss of value, but instead shows scope for interpretative argument and reflection.

When the photographic meaning is shaped through multiple modes of engagement, time becomes a crucial
factor in photography practices. In digital photography, image formation can also occur through longer
exposure, allowing light to travel, which results in resisting clarity driven image formation. These attempts
shift attention away from instant practice of photography. In this sense, contemporary digital photography is
often shaped by expectations of clarity, sharpness, and instant legibility; however, other digital practices
emphasize time, light, and perceptual experience. This does not reject straight photography, but it broadens
how photographic quality and realism can be understood. Within this broader shift away from instant clarity,
digital pinhole photography becomes a useful case because it materializes duration and uncertainty in the
image-forming process itself.

2.4. Pinhole photography as a distinct visual condition

Pinhole photography can be observed as a distinct photographic practice because it operates without a lens.
Renner explains that image formation occurs through a small aperture that allows light to fall directly onto
the focal plane, resulting in characteristic image qualities such as tonal diffusion, reduced sharpness, and
extended depth of field [5]. These visual conditions make pinhole images especially suited to questions of
perception and aesthetic experience, rather than technical optimization.
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2.5. Digital pinhole photography and contemporary relevance

Advances in sensor technology in this digital era allow photographers, artists and science teachers to explore
pinhole photography practices in a much more flexible way. Teachers typically use a pinhole and a digital
camera to exercise in science classes. Students will be able to understand focal length, the size of the pinhole,
magnification, exposure time and image quality [9]. Educational resources state that the simplicity of the
pinhole process allows the processor to observe light conditions, exposure time, image formation, and optical
conditions, allowing learners to observe how changes in the aperture affect image quality. [10]. As shown in
figure 2, digital pinhole photography naturally produces characteristic softness and tonal diffusion that can be
used to discuss exposure time, image formation and visual perception within contemporary photography
practices. This positions digital pinhole photography as a practice that slows down image production without
rejecting digital technology itself. While digital pinhole practice is often discussed in technical or educational
terms, its aesthetic implications, especially the meaning of softness as an intentional visual value, remain
under-theorized, which this study addresses.

Figure 2. Author’s digital pinhole photograph (digital camera with lensless pinhole attachment), illustrating
characteristic softness and tonal diffusion shaped by exposure time and pinhole aperture.

3. Methodology

This study adopts a qualitative, conceptual and interpretive approach to explore what softness and lack of
sharpness mean in digital pinhole photography. The analysis is based on close reading and synthesis of key
theoretical writings on blur, realism, and visual perception. Recurring concepts and arguments are organized
into themes related to softness, clarity, and visual experience, and these themes are used as an interpretive
framework to explain how softness relates to light, time, and perception in image-making. Figures are
included as illustrative examples to clarify key concepts in this study.

4. Discussion

Sharpness has become the dominant evaluative standard in contemporary photography largely due to
technological developments and cultural associations between clarity, realism, and visual accuracy. Digital
imaging systems support this expectation by prioritizing resolution and precision, positioning sharpness as a
measure of photographic quality. However, historical and theoretical perspectives demonstrate that softness
and reduced sharpness have historically served as intentional aesthetic strategies rather than technical failures.
This contrast is important because it shows that “quality” is not a fixed technical category but a historically
shaped value judgment that can be questioned.

Within this context, digital pinhole photography offers a critical alternative by producing images
characterized by slowness, tonal diffusion, and visual ambiguity. Operating without a lens, it draws attention
to time and light as active elements in image formation, challenging the assumption that realism depends on
sharp representation. This practice reveals that sharpness is not an inherent technical necessity but a culturally
constructed aesthetic value shaped by dominant photographic conventions. Rather than replacing sharp
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photography, digital pinhole practice expands what realism can mean by emphasizing duration, atmosphere,
and perceptual experience as part of image formation.

By valuing softness as an expressive quality, digital pinhole photography expands contemporary
understandings of photographic realism and redefines image quality in terms of perception, experience, and
aesthetic engagement. This study therefore contributes a conceptual reframing: softness in digital pinhole
photography can be treated as an aesthetic condition and interpretive resource, not merely a technical
limitation to be corrected. Because the study is interpretive and theory-based, it does not claim technical
performance comparisons; instead, it clarifies how alternative visual logics can operate within contemporary
digital photography.

5. Conclusion

This study has examined softness and loss of sharpness as aesthetic qualities within digital pinhole
photography rather than as technical limitations. By looking at digital pinhole photography along with
historical and theoretical discussions of photographic sharpness, the study demonstrates that sharpness is not
inherent requirement of photography but a convention that has become established as a standard of quality
over time. Digital pinhole photography, through its emphasis on time, light, and visual uncertainty, challenges
clarity driven expectations of photographic realism while remaining within contemporary digital practice.
Limited to outdoor digital pinhole photography, this study highlights the need to reconsider photographic
quality in terms of perception, experience, and aesthetic engagement, rather than technical precision alone.
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