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1 Introduction: Imagery in the 21st Century

Oliver Grau and Thomas Veigl

Never before has the world of images changed so fast; never before have we been
exposed to so many different image forms; and never before has the way images are
produced transformed so drastically. Images are advancing into new domains: private
platforms, like Flickr with its billions of uploads or Facebook with several hundred
million members, have become very powerful tools (figure 1.1, plate 1). Second Life,
micromovies, or vj-ing are keywords for a ubiquitous use of images. Television is now
a global field of thousands of channels (figure 1.2, plate 2); projection screens have
entered our cities (figure 1.3, plate 3); a hundred thousand and one new videos are
published every day, in video communities like YouTube and the interactive three-
dimensional world of images: a virtual and seemingly authentic parallel universe is
expanding. This book offers systematic and interdisciplinary reflections on new forms
of images and visualization. The historical development of images, between innova-
tion, reflection, and iconoclasm, is reaching a new level of global complexity in the
twenty-first century. These transformations have hit a society that is to a large extent
unprepared. Nevertheless, we have to recognize that we will not be able to handle the
knowledge explosion of our time without further development of new forms of visu-
alization and “orders of visibility.” Digital images have become ubiquitous tools within
the global reorganization of labor.

Through digital images, the old dream of talking architecture receives new impetus
and an entire new arsenal of options. We are witnessing the rise of the image as a
virtual, spatial image—images that appear capable of changing interactively or even
“autonomously” and formulating a lifelike, all-embracing audiovisual and sensory
sphere where temporal and spatial parameters can be altered at will. Traveling through
time in 3D images, ART+COM (figure 1.4, plate 4) allows us to dive into deepening
layers of historic sights, while Google Earth (figure 1.5) opens up Earth’s spaces to our
eyes to an unprecedented degree (figure 1.6, plate 5).

The digital image represents endless options for manipulation. These options also
become available for political iconography, which has a long tradition within art
history but has only recently been discovered by political scientists. In addition,
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Figure 1.1

The Conversation Prism, <http://www.theconversationprism.com>, Creative Commons. See
plate 1.



Figure 1.2
I_visionarium. By kind permission of Jeffrey Shaw, <http://www.icinema.unsw.edu.au/projects/
pri_tvis_[L.Lhtml>. See plate 2.

Figure 1.3
Atelier Torce 2007/2009—[hunesh, <http://www.medienfassade.coms. See plate 3,
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Figure 1.4
Traveling through time in 3D images. By kind permission of ART+COM, <http://www.artcom
«de>, See plate 4.

Figure 1.5
Google Earth.
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Figure 1.6
Promotion for Avatar, James Cameron (dir.), 2009, See plate 5.

science, politics, and entertainment all profit from new dimensions in the creation of
images and their emotive effects (figure 1.7).

These new worlds of the image are creating democratic opportunities and risks,
which require sensitive handling and expanded archiving projects; historians of
science understand that images in the natural sciences are not only empirical instru-
ments, they are keystones in the creation of knowledge and the “order of things"—
to use a Foucaultian term. Images can certainly become instruments of political
hegemony; one only has to think of the manipulative use of satellite images to legiti-
mize the Second Iraq War, which were submitted to the U.N, Security Council by
the United States. Critical image science has the goal of unmasking such politically
motivated visualization strategies, of exposing manipulative image politics, and of
shaking the widespread naive faith in the truth of supposedly objective documentary
pictures.
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Figure 1.7
Department for Image Science in Goettweig, <http://www.flashearth.com/?lat=48.365923&lon
=15.612105&z=18.3&r=331&src=msl>.

Historians understand images no longer as illustrations, but as historic documents
sui generis. Mathematics is fascinated by the beauty of visualized algorithms and
their unpredictable chaotic forms (figure 1.8, plate 6), while astrophysicists and
nanoscientists receive images out of the depths of the macro-cosmos and the micro-
cosmos, respectively. Without massive developments to visualize complex ideas, struc-
tures, and systems, the explosion of knowledge we face today is not manageable. This
process is inciting vital discussions about images in many disciplines. Images increas-
ingly define our world and our everyday life: in advertising, entertainment, politics,
and even in science, images are pushing themselves in front of language. The mass
media, in particular, engulf our senses on a daily basis. It would appear that images
have won the contest with words: Will the image have the last word (figure 1.9,
plate 7)?

We face great difficulties in synthesizing the broad field of the visual: what images
are and what they do, how they function and what effects they have—even the
concept of the image cannot be clarified by an ontological or elementary definition.






















































