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Abstract

University-level photography education is currently undergoing a profound transformation
driven by the digitalization of the visual ecosystem, the mass circulation of images, and the
emergence of generative artificial intelligence systems. In this context, traditional curricular
models —historically centred on technical, historical, and instrumental training— are
increasingly insufficient to address the contemporary conditions of image production,
circulation, and interpretation. This article proposes a hybrid curricular model for higher
education in photography, conceived as a visual laboratory. Drawing on three key
theoretical axes —the ethical gaze of neorealism, the imaginative exploration of surrealism,
and the interpretative framework of post-photography—, the study develops the Hybrid
Image Laboratory (HIL). This framework combines analogue, digital, and AI-generated
image practices with critical reflection and conceptual processes. Ultimately, the proposed
model advocates for the formation of visual humanists: professionals capable not only of
producing images but also of understanding their technical, cultural, and political
conditions.

Resumen

La ensefanza universitaria de la fotografia atraviesa una disyuntiva educativa acelerada
por la transformacién del ecosistema visual contemporaneo, la circulacion masiva de
imagenes y la irrupciéon de sistemas de generacidon visual basados en inteligencia
artificial generativa. En este nuevo contexto, los modelos curriculares tradicionales —
centrados en el aprendizaje técnico, histérico e instrumental de la fotografia— resultan
insuficientes para formar a futuros profesionales que puedan enfrentarse a las
condiciones actuales de produccion, circulacion y reflexion de las imégenes. Este
articulo propone el disefio de un modelo curricular hibrido, entendido como un
laboratorio visual de ensefianza superior de fotografia. A partir de una aproximacion
teorica que articula tres ejes —la ética neorrealista, la exploraciéon imaginativa del
surrealismo y el marco interpretativo de la postfotografia—, se plantea un Laboratorio
Hibrido de Imagen (LHI). La creacion de este posible espacio combina practicas de
creacidon analogica, digital y generativa, junto con procesos de reflexion critica y
conceptual. Desde esta perspectiva, se redefine la fotografia como una disciplina
reflexiva orientada a la formacion de humanistas visuales: profesionales capaces no
solo de producir imagenes, sino también de comprender sus implicaciones técnicas,
culturales y politicas.
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1. Introduction: current state of the art

University-level photography education is currently undergoing a structural
transformation that affects not only the methods of image production, but also
how images circulate, are interpreted, and become legitimized as cultural icons.
This paradigm shift has unfolded rapidly: the mass consumption of digital
images developed in hyperconnected environments and the recent
incorporation of image generation systems have profoundly altered the

ecosystem of our visual behavior.

The emergence of generative imagery has radically challenged the classical
concept of the image. The image, traditionally understood as inextricably linked
to its referent, now confronts an emerging reality where generative images
break this bond: there is no longer a referent, and the image ceases to be
evidence, becoming a simulated fiction instead. Concluding that an AI-
generated image is not photography, for instance, is true from a traditional
paradigm, but insufficient under contemporary concepts. If photography was
once understood as a programmed system where the apparatus conditions
image production (Flusser, 1990, p. 23), breaking this apparatus-production
duality redefines both the concept and the new genesis of the educational

process within the discipline.

In higher education, this implies rethinking teaching from a new, integrative
approach. Defining photography and audiovisual creation through an expanded
lens—where idea, capture, generation, and post-production coexist—ensures
that students learn not just how to look, but how to design images: writing
prompts, understanding educational paradigms, and requiring a deep analysis
that avoids disruptive frameworks leading to fruitless comparisons that harm
the benefits of all participants involved. The photography or audiovisual

creation classroom will thus transform into a critical laboratory for reflecting on

the reality of the image and its cultural status. Rather than asking "Is this
photography?”, the key question becomes: what kind of relationship do we
build through the photographic image?
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To this end, this study stands as a theoretical-propositive paper detailing the
first phase of creating a curricular design. It aims to build an argued pedagogical
proposal based on a critical review of audiovisual culture and theory, higher
education, and the rise of generative artificial intelligence. Through a
comparative analysis of different aesthetic traditions in relation to their
respective contexts, as well as image teaching models, it formulates the
possibility of developing a Hybrid Image Laboratory as a conceptual and
curricular framework designed to meet the contemporary challenges of

university audiovisual training.

1.1 The paradigm of higher image education in the era of Post-

photography

For decades, curricula developed for audiovisual creation were structured
around a historical-technical model focused on mastering the device, controlling
parameters, and acquiring a visual grammar aimed at capturing reality at the
"decisive moment". This approach, consistent with the academic
institutionalization process of the second half of the 20th century, consolidated
the discipline as an artistic, documentary, and communicative language. Taking
photography as a reference point, as Guixa Frutos notes (2017, p. 619), it was
considered a technical, artistic, and informative medium capable of generating
documents intended for analysis and archiving. This model was designed for a

context characterized by the stability of basic analogue and digital mediums.

The contemporary landscape presents radically different conditions. The image
is no longer defined exclusively by its artistic or documentary nature, but by its
ephemeral impact, rapid circulation, reuse, or resignification. In this context,
photography stops operating solely as an artistic or documentary element with a
concrete utility, becoming instead part of a societal dialogue; as Fontcuberta
points out, "for the first time, we are all producers and consumers of images"
(Fontcuberta, 2016, p. 32). This mutation in how images are consumed
challenges the efficacy of teaching models focused solely on technique and

highlights the need to revise the educational objectives of the discipline.
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The rise of artificial intelligence intensifies this dilemma. The ability to generate
and alter plausible images without direct reference to a lived experience or a
prior event strains the traditional foundations of photography as a guarantee of
truth, memory, and authorship. However, this tool can also be understood as a
process of visual transformation that has been underway since the early 2000s,
forcing us to rethink which competencies are truly relevant in university-level
photographic and image training. Far from signaling the obsolescence of the
discipline, it opens up an opportunity to redefine audiovisual studies toward
approaches capable of integrating aesthetic reflection, visual literacy, ethical
responsibility, and free creation with new angles and perceptions. Creative
merit no longer lies in technique or manufacturing, but "in the ability to endow
the image with intent and meaning, in making the image meaningful"

(Fontcuberta, 2016, p. 111).

1.2 Labor market transformation and opportunities for future

professionals in training

The integration of generative artificial intelligence systems into the audiovisual
industry does not merely entail the automation of technical tasks; it represents a
profound reconfiguration of the professional profiles involved in the creation
and circulation of images. As Zafra (2017) points out, contemporary creative
work takes place in a landscape marked by precarity, self-demand, and
permanent technological adaptation. Creators are developing new structures
and systems that boost the productivity and creativity of their work. This
provides new motivational spaces for different student profiles, given that
stimulating cognitive interest is not an ethical or moral principle, but a
biological one—undoubtedly a vital factor in activating the neurobiological

mechanisms that enable learning (Sigman & Bilinkis, 2024, p. 109).

Consequently, university training must go beyond simply adding software tools
to an existing curriculum ; the priority axis of the proposal must focus on the
ethical awareness of its use and on preparing autonomous creators. In this
sense, higher education must address a dual dimension—both technical and

human:

FOTOCINEMA, n° 33 (2026) | | E-ISSN: 2172-0150 182



Leonidas Spinelli & Andrea Benavent. From technical learning to visual humanism: teaching photography in the
contemporary context, expanded photography, and new paradigms

Education must not only commit to delivering science but also to refining
conscience, so that human beings are perceptive enough to interpret the
inherent demands of each of their particular situations; an education
oriented toward responsibility and decision-making capacity. (Frankl, as

cited in Londono Orozco, 2011, p. 55)

This transformation opens a field of emerging future job opportunities. Hyper-
specialized profiles are appearing, tied to designing prompts for artificial
intelligence and the art direction of generative images ; the curation and editing
of large volumes of synthetic material ; and the ethical, legal, and technical
oversight of processes involving massive datasets and models trained on
heterogeneous cultural archives. In parallel, traditional roles in the sector—
photographer, filmmaker, editor, art director—are being reconfigured by
integrating Al into previsualization, conceptualization, post-production, or the
creation of fictional environments through the critical management of datasets

and the questioning of their biases.

2. Objectives

The central objective of this article is to present a well-founded initial design for
a curricular model for higher education in photography and visual arts that
aligns with and responds to the transformations of the contemporary visual
ecosystem. The proposal seeks to reinforce the ethical, critical, and humanistic
dimension of the discipline through practical experimentation with mixed visual

arts and knowledge of the tools used in production.

To achieve this, this initial blueprint aims to integrate traditional audiovisual
training with post-photographic approaches and the creative possibilities of
generative artificial intelligence, recognizing that image education can no longer
be limited to technical training on devices or procedures without developing a
critical capacity for decision-making regarding them. Ultimately, this
curriculum blueprint aims to pave the way for a definitive, highly competent
model to increase students' professional adaptability within a constantly

changing audiovisual environment, thereby fostering skills in visual literacy,
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critical thinking, ethical responsibility, and tool management. From this
perspective, the article establishes a conceptual baseline for a curricular model

that can be piloted in classrooms.

2.1 Integrating a curricular model for higher education in
photography with greater professional adaptability and critical
capacity

The rapid integration of generative Al tools across the audiovisual, advertising,
publishing, and cultural industries has modified the skills demanded by the
labor market: alongside mastering cameras, lighting, or post-production, there
is a demand for the ability to interact with generative models and design
workflows that combine creative processes with generative artificial
intelligences. The World Economic Forum (WEF, 2025) estimates that up to
26% of work tasks in the art, design, entertainment, and media sectors could be
automated by these technologies. The goal is to train professionals capable of
understanding the basic logic of these systems, anticipating their effects on
photographic practice, and translating the conceptual requirements of a project
into decisions regarding whether to use, forgo, or experiment with automation
during and after visual creation. Aligned with the direction of international
policies, the UNESCO (2025) report on digital education in the audiovisual
sector emphasizes the need to tie algorithmic literacy, critical thinking, and

image ethics into higher education.

3. Theoretical framework

The methodological model aims to explicitly integrate the experimental,
creative, and mixed dimensions of emerging technologies without subordinating
them to a purely instrumental logic. The intention of sketching this model as a
response to current developments in image creation stands in continuity and
transition with at least three prior photography teaching models, which we
classify as: the technical-instrumental model, the artistic-authorial model, and

the digital-polarized model.
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The technical-instrumental model overlaps with our proposed model regarding
the acquisition of operational skills. As detailed previously, managing the
photographic instrument within an automated environment is an insufficient
approach on its own. If future professionals do not develop a critical gaze, they
risk becoming what Walter Benjamin termed the "illiterate of the future"—
professionals who possess the technique but "cannot read their own images"
(Benjamin, 1931, p. 82). In this regard, in contexts where process automation
and artificial intelligence alter technical procedures, a model focused exclusively
on technical learning risks becoming obsolete against the sector's constant

transformations.

Conversely, the artistic-authorial model emerged as a reaction to technocentric
models, creating a new way of understanding photography as an artistic practice
with a heavy focus on authorship and less explicit weight on trade craft; that is,
"the notion of the author is imposed through an aesthetic discourse" (Reggiani,
2021, p. 222). This approach helped legitimize photography as an autonomous
artistic medium and encouraged the exploration of photographic techniques. As
Jacques Aumont contends, the viewer plays an extremely active role in the
visual construction of recognition; ultimately, "it is the viewer who makes the

image" (Aumont, 1992, p. 95).

With the expansion of digital photography, a fragmented digital model has also
consolidated, where photography is no longer understood merely as the act of
capturing light, but as a daily act assumed to be a "universal language"
(Fontcuberta, 2016, p. 106) and an everyday activity for "digital natives". This
model responds to the omnipresence of photography—a reality where we are

simultaneously "viewer and producer" (Guixa Frutos, 2017, p. 619).

In this context, the Hybrid Image Laboratory does not aim to replace these
classified models, but to combine their contributions to generate a more
comprehensive and up-to-date learning experience. Specifically, it retrieves
from the technical-instrumental model the importance of complete mastery
over tools, whether analogue, digital, or generative; and from the artistic-
authorial model, the centrality of the project, the importance of creativity,

mixed exploration, and dialogue with ethical creation. Finally, regarding the
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digital-polarized model, the proposed framework offers precisely the opposite: a
device that is not polarized but integrative, where different technologies and
mechanisms are articulated in projects that require students to make informed
decisions. Following Georges Didi-Huberman, the creator assumes the
responsibility of "rendering tragedy visible in culture" (Didi-Huberman, 2012, p.

26), using the image as an act of knowledge.

3.1. Theoretical framework: the relationship between the

photographic tool, the artistic imaginary, and society

The curriculum draft presented here aspires to train technical professionals and
visual humanists capable of recognizing the historicity of the photographic tool,
the significance of the images produced, and specific, contextualized aesthetic
traditions. In this sense, we have chosen to focus on movements that reflect not
only aesthetics but also the expression of social needs. On one hand, neorealism
configured an ethics of proximity between the event and its representation,
where the camera served as an instrument of contiguity with the rawest reality,
free of artifice or room for imagination. On the other hand, surrealism
introduced a subversive way of interpreting that bond, shifting the locus of
image meaning toward dreamlike and unconscious exploration. It is worth
bringing into the present, aligned with the future, the ideas and models that
have historically provided meaning and direction to our treatment of the image,
bearing in mind that both genealogies refer not only to formal styles, but to
divergent conceptions of the social and artistic function of photography and
image creation: documenting reality to make it a focus of reflection and thought,

or subverting it to reveal and experiment with its repressed zones.

Taking this dual legacy into account, we conclude that the theoretical
foundations for a laboratory experimenting with mixed image-creation tools
should adopt from neorealism the demand for responsibility toward the real and
the awareness of framing as an ethical decision ; from surrealism, however, it
gathers the need to legitimize imagination and symbolism as constitutive
dimensions of the visual experience, both in the creative process and the final

output. This aligns with the rapid evolution of the digital image, which entails
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developing tools like generative artificial intelligence, forcing us to reconfigure it

and consider it part of the scope of study and practice in this field.

Any creative process can also benefit in unexpected ways from generative
Al when handled with sufficient imagination. Integrating it into our work
further prompts a virtuous cycle, as it forces us to rethink many of our

prior assumptions and how we communicate them. (Torrijos & Sanchez,

2024, p. 251)

The evolution of the relationship between tool, imaginary, and society highlights

that future professionals must position themselves across a triple articulation:

- Understanding the technical materiality of tools, from the earliest image-

making devices to the latest innovations.

- Recognizing the artistic imaginaries that have shaped them and identifying the
social conditions guiding their use (media, cultural industry, effects, and

consequences).

- Establishing experimentation within the academic field to explore any new

image-creation tool from a stance of critical awareness.

Considering this articulation, both neorealism and surrealism offer a theoretical
construction in their relationship to the image that is far from arbitrary. These
theoretical axes allow us to think responsibly and curiously about a context
where the camera coexists with applied generative models, training
professionals capable of both technical operation and reading, questioning, and
reorienting the visual imaginaries of their time. Each tradition represents a
specific way of understanding the relationship between subject, image, and
reality. This theoretical journey serves as the foundation for the Hybrid Image
Laboratory (HIL) proposal, conceived as a viable pedagogical response to the

transformations of the contemporary visual ecosystem.
3.1.1. Italian neorealism: subject, tool and reality

We know that photography in higher education has historically been built
around its foundational principles: learning to look before producing an image.

This assumption responds not only to pedagogical design but also to how the
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sociological and anthropological understanding of our relationship with the
image has evolved. The perspective of visual treatment has been rooted in the
documentary tradition and post-war neorealist aesthetics ; this approach views
photographic practice as an ethical mediation between the subject and reality—
that is, taking a conscious and responsible stance on what one decides to frame
and capture. As Susan Sontag (2006) notes, photographs do not create
themselves, but a moral stance can consolidate and contribute to their
construction; photographing or generating an image, in this sense, means

assuming a commitment to the visible and its perception.

From an aesthetic standpoint, Italian neorealism offers the perfect example of a
representation model driven by a social cause. Emerging after the devastation of
World War 1II, it became a benchmark for this aesthetic. As Velazquez Garcia
(2012) notes, these films move through contexts of misery and precarity with
the simplicity of exposure, without artifice or metaphors [...] some filmmakers
choose to seek objectivity in their stories and, in many cases using a
documentary style, tell us the most authentic reality. The cinematography of
films like Vittorio De Sica’s Ladri di biciclette (1948) or Roberto Rossellini’s
Roma citta aperta (1945) treats the camera as a flat mirror. Acting as a
documentary archive, the image neither embellishes nor transforms; social

reality is expressed in its most realistic function.

From a sociological perspective, this gesture democratized the visual field:
ordinary life, the margins of society, and the working classes took center stage in
the photographic narrative. The neorealist aesthetic brought a documentary
ethics to cinema that was also adopted by post-war photography. Authors like
Federico Patellani, considered one of the pioneers of modern photojournalism
in Italy, developed photo-essays that combined human proximity with
compositional rigor, helping to consolidate photography and the visual aesthetic
of cinema as a social document. In parallel, photographers tied to other
European contexts of reconstruction, such as Henri Cartier-Bresson—though
not strictly neorealist—reinforced the idea of the "decisive moment" as

capturing the exact instant something important unfolds. The result of
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capturing reality began to shape up as evidence of the most credible event in

action.

When transferred to the university setting, this consolidated the concept that
the camera should function as a tool for awareness and a technical device.
Training was structured around a triangle configured by three vertices:
technical, informative, and documentary. Following this logic, students were not
meant to become automatic operators of a device, but subjects capable of
maintaining a critical and ethical gaze toward the representable or captured
moment. Learning to look, understanding the ethical dimension of framing, and
mastering technical equipment remain essential conditions of visual training.
The ethical and aesthetic foundations of neorealism sought to approach the
event to preserve a credible visual product; it taught photographers to look at

devastated worlds with responsibility and detachment.

In the contemporary context, university education must prepare photography
students to inhabit an environment where credibility is relative. Generative
image tools belong to the present and disrupt classical models of visual
production; it is therefore necessary that new professionals in the audiovisual
field are trained as subjects capable of discerning, contextualizing, and

prescribing meaning within a postmodern landscape, assuming that:

The most decisive creative value does not consist in manufacturing new
images, but in knowing how to manage their function [...] authorship—
artistry—no longer lies in the physical act of production, but in the
intellectual act of prescribing the values that images can contain or

accommodate. (Fontcuberta, 2016, p. 111)

The university classroom is thus envisioned as a space for transition and
reflection, where the ethical heritage of neorealism serves as the foundation for

critical thinking to meet the challenges of the digital present.
3.1.2. Surrealism: context, production and imaginary

While neorealism articulated an ethics of proximity between the event and its
representation, surrealism introduced a new way of understanding that

connection, shifting the axis of the image from fidelity to reality toward the
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exploration of the subconscious and irrationality. As noted in the previous
section and indicated by Monterde, neorealism presents itself as an "aesthetic of
contiguity, aiming for maximum transitivity between the object and its
expression" (Monterde, n.d., p. 50)—a horizon upon which surrealism lands and
intervenes, redefining photographic conception and bringing a new

interpretation to the relationship between image and reality.

In 1924, amid a bleak post-war context shortly after the First World War and
accompanied by a collective crisis of values, André Breton’s Surrealist

Manifesto defined the movement as:

[...] pure psychic automatism, by which it is intended to express, either
verbally or in writing, or in any other way, the true functioning of thought.
It is a dictate of thought, clear of any control exercised by reason, exempt

from any aesthetic or moral concern. (Breton, 1924, p. 639)

The image thus stops aspiring to mimetic fidelity and is conceived instead as a
visual revelation of the individual and collective unconscious. From an aesthetic
perspective, surrealism does not limit itself to producing nonsensical images ;
notable examples include the photographs of Man Ray or the ambiguous
stagings of Dora Maar, where the camera operates as an instrument of
representation for the dreamlike or irrational world. Given that reality presents
itself as a porous field, wide open to the intrusion of desire, dreams, and chance,
visual legitimacy is granted to the imaginary. It is revealing that "the fact that
photography, which was originally created for the exact recording of immediate
reality, can become an instrument of the fantastic, the dreamlike, the surreal,
and the imaginary" (Moholy-Nagy, cited in Torres-Mestey & Do Montes, 2023,
p. 133). Under this paradigm, we understand that the development of a
discipline is not static and impermeable, but evolves according to our human

experience.

3.1.3. Postphotography and the constant development of audiovisual

creation tools

Technological developments in recent decades have profoundly transformed the

conditions of image production and consumption. While photography, cinema,
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and other strands of modern audiovisual production used to be defined by their
ability to register a physical trace of reality, the expansion of digital
environments has progressively weakened this relationship between image and
referent. In this context emerges what various authors call the
postphotographic condition, understood not as the disappearance of
photography, but as the transformation of its cultural, social, and

communicative functions.

Joan Fontcuberta (2016) locates the center of this paradigm shift in the
transition from a culture based on the scarcity of images to one characterized by
their overabundance. Consequently, photography ceases to be an object
intended to preserve memory and becomes a continuous flow of visual
information. As the author notes, "for the first time, we are all producers and
consumers of images" (Fontcuberta, 2016, p. 32). From this perspective, the
central issue is no longer how to produce images, but how to interpret,
contextualize, and manage them. Fontcuberta states that "the most decisive
creative value does not consist in manufacturing new images, but in knowing
how to manage their function" (2016, p. 111). Authorship shifts away from the
material relevance it held until now, moving from physical production toward
the prescription of meaning—that is, toward the ability to establish
relationships, build narratives, and grant cultural relevance to certain images

over others.

Furthermore, this displacement acquires a new dimension with the emergence
of generative artificial intelligence. Unlike traditional photography, whose
legitimacy resided in the existence of an external referent captured by the
camera, generative systems produce images based on statistical models trained

on massive visual archives.

From an educational standpoint, the post-photographic condition forces a
rethinking of the traditional goals of photography teaching. If neorealism
provided an ethics of observation and surrealism legitimized imaginative
exploration, post-photography introduces the need to train students to navigate
complex visual environments critically. Contemporary visual literacy requires

understanding both the mechanisms of image production and the processes of
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selection, circulation, archiving, and resignification that determine their cultural
impact. Therefore, higher education in photography and audiovisual production
can no longer be confined to technical learning of the camera or editing
software. It must incorporate competencies related to visual curation, critical
content evaluation, an understanding of algorithmic biases, and the ability to
build meaningful narratives within a context of visual saturation across multiple
tools and formats. The post-photographic condition thus becomes the third
theoretical axis underpinning the Hybrid Image Laboratory Model (HILM),
complementing the ethics of the gaze inherited from neorealism and the

experimental capacity associated with surrealism.

3.2. Analytical synthesis: from the subject tool relationship to

training the visual humanist

The journey taken up to this point reveals that major aesthetic transformations
do not replace previous forms of representation; rather, they modify the
relationship between the subject, the tools of image production, and the reality
that these images build or interpret. From this perspective, neorealism,
surrealism, and the post-photographic condition do not constitute merely
distinct visual styles, but cultural responses to specific historical contexts that
redefine what it means to produce images and the social function of those who

generate them.

It is precisely here that this work proposes the figure of the visual humanist as
the educational horizon for higher education in photography and the
audiovisual arts. A visual humanist is understood as a professional capable of
integrating technical mastery over multiple image production tools—analogue,
digital, and algorithmic—with an historical, aesthetic, ethical, and socio-cultural
comprehension of the visual imaginaries these tools produce. Their primary
competence lies in critically interpreting production conditions, recognizing the
values transmitted, and responsibly deciding when, how, and for what purpose
they should be used. This shift implies that 21st-century visual literacy requires
developing more comprehensive capabilities and ethical evaluation in an
environment characterized by the increasing automation of audiovisual

production. This conceptual redefinition serves as the baseline for the initial
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methodological proposal presented in the following section, which is grounded

in audiovisual experimentation laboratories.

4. Methodological basis for designing a Hybrid Image Laboratory

This research adopts a theoretical methodology intended to outline a curricular
proposal for higher education in photography and audiovisual creation. In this
sense, the project is framed as a starting point for future research and

implementation within a university context.

The procedure combines two phases of analysis. First, a critical review of
specialized literature on photographic theory, and second, an analytical
synthesis that identifies key transformations in the relationship between
subject, tool, and image production. This uses neorealism, surrealism, and the
current landscape—the era of post-photography—as interpretive axes. From this
perspective, a theoretical baseline is established, centered on the capacity to
represent three historical ways of understanding audiovisual production, upon
which the proposed curriculum blueprint is grounded: the image as a witness to
the real, the image as an exploration of the imagination, and the image in its

present and future evolution.

4.1 Proposal for designing a hybrid and experimental pedagogical
model: The Hybrid Image Laboratory (HIL)

The design of this laboratory is conceived as a pedagogical device that organizes
photography teaching around a course operating as a workshop, thereby
creating a space to test and explore integrated mixed techniques and reflection.
Structurally, it will be divided into spheres that coexist transversally across the

discipline:

- Reality and tradition: The first sphere links photography to its technical-
material and historical-cultural dimensions. It encompasses the technique and
classical aspects of the photographic image, spaces of representation, the study
of their contexts, and dialectical reviews of the realities and traditions of

photography.
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- Diffusion and representation: A second sphere covers communicative
aspects and reflection on the circulation of images. Debates center on
representative models and the influence of the image on contemporary social
development, as well as a critical analysis of how images are distributed,

contextualized, and resignified in formal and creative environments.

- Generative spaces: The third sphere is geared toward generative image
processes, allowing us to reflect on the relationship between algorithmic
automation and the deepest aspects of creativity. This involves a blended use of

tools and knowledge that dispenses with traditional camera capture.

Methodologically, the HIL operates through guided experimental projects that
require students to ask questions, design processes, and critically evaluate

results. Activities are structured around workflows that include:

- Framing scenarios where images are generated as continuous micro-projects

with dual theoretical and representative contextualization.

- Exploration through mixed-media creation: photography and generative

imagery coexist within a shared creative process.

- Developing ways to hybridize models and narratives across realms of reality

and fiction.

- Discussions on the aesthetic, ethical, and social effects of the decisions made,

through analyses aimed at building critical thinking.

The Hybrid Image Laboratory is defined precisely by the opportunity to explore
all layers, comparing and combining them in specific projects, so that students
can understand not only how an image is produced, but under what technical,
cultural, and political conditions that image acquires meaning. Approaching the
laboratory as a model is not an arbitrary choice; it is conceived as a prime
environment to foster ethical responsibility in image creation and treatment

through knowledge, tool mastery, and an experimental outlook.
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5. Discussion

The proposed laboratory seeks to boost professional adaptability by
transforming the student body. As Remedios Zafra suggests (2017, p. 30), it is
necessary to articulate the voices of creators so they can deploy their full
"creative potential" in the face of new labor market opportunities in this sector.
The ultimate goal is an education that goes beyond imparting technique,
committing itself to "refining conscience" (Frankl, cited in Londofio Orozco,
2011, p. 55) to shape autonomous individuals who are responsible before the

challenges of contemporary imagery.
5.1 Differences between the scope and limits of the proposed model

Formulating the HIL implies a series of tensions and limits that must be made
explicit to avoid simplistic views, especially concerning institutional and
educational conditions in higher education. One of the main risks of centering
experimentation on digital or cutting-edge tools would be falling into the trap of
technology eclipsing the material, physical, and relational processes of artistic
making, creating a dependency on automated tools and weakening technical
and manual skills. Within expanded photography, this could translate into a loss

of sensitivity toward the handling of light, time, and space.

A second limitation lies in institutional implementation difficulties. Launching a
hybrid image-creation laboratory demands technical resources—equipment,
large communal spaces, software licenses, quality connectivity—as well as
faculty time to design and supervise complex projects, and organizational
structures that facilitate coordination between courses and departments. In
university contexts frequently subjected to budget pressures, high teaching
loads, and rigid curricular structures, there is often not enough leeway to

reconfigure photography education.

In close connection to the above, the success of the HIL would depend heavily
on teacher training. Both institutions and faculty must take on the responsibility
of staying updated in a highly dynamic and constantly changing technological
environment. Looking at the student body, it is true that it could intensify

inequalities among students with different prior levels of access to devices and
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digital skills. Therefore, effectively implementing the model requires avoiding
the idealization of technology, confronting institutional constraints, and
investing in faculty training and support. Only under these conditions can the
model fulfill its goal of training visual humanists capable of working with and

against images with criteria in postmodern culture.

6. Conclusions

The rollout and rapid development of new visual creation tools, such as
generative artificial intelligence or virtual reality in the audiovisual field, do not
mean the replacement or obsolescence of prior tools, just as photography did
not eliminate painting, nor did cinema eliminate photography. Instead, new
creative spaces and professional fields emerge. However, their incorporation
demands a critical and ethical gaze capable of understanding their cultural

dimension, expressive limits, and the implications of their use.

In this context, the linkage between neorealist aesthetics and surrealist
creativity proposes training a visual humanist situated at the intersection of
various fields of knowledge: visual culture in all its facets, critical thinking,
media history, and diverse expressive forms. It is important to train
professionals and artists under the premise of prior exploration, control, and

management of current and developing tools.

It is clear that artificial intelligence multiplies and accelerates the production of
consumable images across large platforms. Consequently, there is a clear need
to train not only competent operators but also deep thinkers who know the
discipline thoroughly. In this scenario, the university once again occupies a
decisive place as an educational institution—one that does not merely transmit
static and permanent knowledge, but explores, tests, and problematizes the new
conditions of audiovisual production. If image disciplines are being reshaped by
technologies whose pace of development outstrips labor market adaptation and
regulation, institutional responsibility consists of opening spaces where future

professionals can develop the ability to face new tools through exploration,
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reflection, and the production of high-value-added content for social

development.

We can conclude that experimenting across movements, disciplines, and tools
forces us to reflect on what it means to create and share images. In this way,
expanded photography promotes the development of a Hybrid Image
Laboratory as a baseline for studies navigating a symbiotic relationship between
photographic tradition, new reflections on realities, fictions, and the diverse

production models of contemporary imagery.
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