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Iluii.iductory Note

I hh Imok is based on the hypothesis that two fundamen-
i i l i i|; points can be observed in human culture since
It* nnrp l ion . The first, around the middle of the second
mil . M I I I M I I , BC, can be summed up under the heading'the
l i iv i ' i i l i im of linear writing'; the second, the one we are
i in i r n l l y experiencing, could be called 'the invention of
li'i linical images'. Similar turning points may have
Occurred previously but are beyond the scope of this
Ifmly.sis.

This hypothesis contains the suspicion that the struc-
luif nl culture — and therefore existence itself — is under-

' going a fundamental change. This book attempts to
llrennthen this suspicion and, in order to maintain its
hypothetical quality, avoids quotations from earlier works
OH limilar themes. For the same reason, there is no biblio-
i • . ' . 11 ' I iy. However, there is a short glossary of the terms
imployed and implied in the course of the discussion;

i these definitions are not intended to have general validity
but are offered as working hypotheses for those who wish

1 to follow up the concepts arising from the thoughts and
Analyses presented here.

Thus the intention of this book is not to defend a thesis
but to make a contribution - informed by philosophy - to

f the debate on the subject of'photography'.



The Image

Images are significant surfaces. Images signify - mainly -
something 'out there' in space and time that they have to
make comprehensible to us as abstractions (as reductions
of the four dimensions of space and time to the two sur-
face dimensions). This specific ability to abstract surfaces
out of space and time and to project them back into space
and time is what is known as 'imagination'. It is the pre-
condition for the production and decoding of images. In
other words: the ability to encode phenomena into two-
dimensional symbols and to read these symbols.

The significance of images is on the surface. One can
take them in at a single glance yet this remains superficial.
If one wishes to deepen the significance, i.e. to reconstruct
the abstracted dimensions, one has to allow one's gaze to
wander over the surface feeling the way as one goes. This
wandering over the surface of the image is called 'scan-
ning'. In so doing, one's gaze follows a complex path
formed, on the one hand, by the structure of the image
and, on the other, by the observer's intentions. The signifi-
cance of the image as revealed in the process of scanning
therefore represents a synthesis of two intentions: one
manifested in the image and the other belonging to the
observer. It follows that images are not 'denotative'
(unambiguous) complexes of symbols (like numbers, for
example) but 'connotative' (ambiguous) complexes of
symbols: They provide space for interpretation.

While wandering over the surface of the image, one's
gaze takes in one element after another and produces tem-

I relationships between them. It can return to an
•Itment of the image it has already seen, and 'before' can
lin nine '.illi-r': The time reconstructed by scanning is an

I recurrence of the same process. Simultaneously,
*r, one's gaze also produces significant relationships

lii ' lween dements of the image. It can return again and
ti |* i i in hi .1 specific element of the image and elevate it to

I level of a carrier of the image's significance. Then
plexes of significance arise in which one element
nn significance on another and from which the car-

Hbr derives its own significance: The space reconstructed
f scanning is the space of mutual significance.
This space and time peculiar to the image is none other
1 the world of magic, a world in which everything is
•ted and in which everything participates in a signifi-
t context. Such a world is structurally different from

that of the linear world of history in which nothing is
Npeated and in which everything has causes and will have

quences. For example: In the historical world, sun-
I it the cause of the cock's crowing; in the magical one,
nrlse signifies crowing and crowing signifies sunrise.

The significance of images is magical.
The magical nature of images must be taken into

nt when decoding them. Thus it is wrong to look for
i events' in images. Rather they replace events by

i of things and translate them into scenes. The magi-
I power of unages lies in their superficial nature, and the

icctic inherent in them - the contradiction peculiar to
i - must be seen in the light of this magic.

Images are mediations between the world and human
beings. Human beings 'ex-ist', i.e. the world is not immedi-
ately accessible to them and therefore images are needed

> make it comprehensible. However, as soon as this



happens, images come between the world and human
beings. They are supposed to be maps but they turn into
screens: Instead of representing the world, they obscure it
until human beings' lives finally become a function of the
images they create. Human beings cease to decode the
images and instead project them, still encoded, into the
world 'out there', which meanwhile itself becomes like an
image - a context of scenes, of states of things. This rever-
sal of the function of the image can be called 'idolatry'; we
can observe the process at work in the present day: The
technical images currently all around us are in the process
of magically restructuring our 'reality' and turning it into
a 'global image scenario'. Essentially this is a question of
'amnesia'. Human beings forget they created the images in
order to orientate themselves in the world. Since they are
no longer able to decode them, their lives become a func-
tion of their own images: Imagination has turned into
hallucination.

This appears to have happened once before, in the
course of the second millennium BC at the latest, when the
alienation of human beings from their images reached
critical proportions. For this very reason, some people
tried to remember the original intention behind the
images. They attempted to tear down the screens showing
the image in order to clear a path into the world behind it.
Their method was to tear the elements of the image (pix-
els) from the surface and arrange them into lines: They
invented linear writing. They thus transcoded the circular
time of magic into the linear time of history. This was the
beginning of'historical consciousness' and 'history' in the
narrower sense. From then on, historical consciousness
was ranged against magical consciousness - a struggle that
is still evident in the stand taken against images by the

|twl»h prophets and the Greek philosophers (particularly

The struggle of writing against the image - historical
(Oniciousness against magic - runs throughout history.
Wn h writing, a new ability was born called 'conceptual
thinking' which consisted of abstracting lines from sur-

i '•«• producing and decoding them. Conceptual
l l imiHhl is more abstract than imaginative thought as all
cl lmrmicms are abstracted from phenomena - with the

i flKtption of straight lines. Thus with the invention of
wri t ing, human beings took one step further back from
i l i . world. Texts do not signify the world; they signify the
mum's they tear up. Hence, to decode texts means to dis-

i cover the images signified by them. The intention of texts
it in explain images, while that of concepts is to make
Ulr.is i omprehensible. In this way, texts are a metacode of
luges,

This raises the question of the relationship between
lexU and images — a crucial question for history. In the
i n . . l u ' v . i l period, there appears to have been a struggle on
the part of Christianity, faithful to the text, against idol-
Item or pagans; in modern times, a struggle on the part of
Imluiil science against image-bound ideologies. The strug-
||l It a dialectical one. To the extent that Christianity
llniKgled against paganism, it absorbed images and itself
liri .inn1 pagan; to the extent that science struggled against

Hdtologies, it absorbed ideas and itself became ideological.
' The explanation for this is as follows: Texts admittedly

explain images in order to explain them away, but images
i! .. ' illustrate texts in order to make them comprehensi-

! Ut. Conceptual thinking admittedly analyzes magical
thought in order to clear it out of the way, but magical
thought creeps into conceptual thought so as to bestow



significance on it. In the course of this dialectical process,
conceptual and imaginative thought mutually reinforce
one another. In other words, images become more and
more conceptual, texts more and more imaginative.
Nowadays, the greatest conceptual abstraction is to be
found in conceptual images (in computer images, for
example); the greatest imagination is to be found in scien-
tific texts. Thus, behind one's back, the hierarchy of codes
is overturned. Texts, originally a metacode of images, can
themselves have images as a metacode.

That is not all, however. Writing itself is a mediation -
just like images - and is subject to the same internal
dialectic. In this way, it is not only externally in conflict
with images but is also torn apart by an internal conflict.
If it is the intention of writing to mediate between human
beings and their images, it can also obscure images instead
of representing them and insinuate itself between human
beings and their images. If this happens, human beings
become unable to decode their texts and reconstruct the
images signified in them. If the texts, however, become
incomprehensible as images, human beings' lives become
a function of their texts. There arises a state of 'textolatry'
that is no less hallucinatory than idolatry. Examples of
textolatry, of'faithfulness to the text', are Christianity and
Marxism. Texts are then projected into the world out
there, and the world is experienced, known and evaluated
as a function of these texts. A particularly impressive
example of the incomprehensible nature of texts is pro-
vided nowadays by scientific discourse. Any ideas we may
have of the scientific universe (signified by these texts) are
unsound: If we do form ideas about scientific discourse,
we have decoded it 'wrongly'; anyone who tries to imagine
anything, for example, using the equation of the theory of

M I , M u i i y , has not understood it. But as, in the end, all
•Otltepts signify ideas, the scientific, incomprehensible
Universe is an 'empty' universe.
i Textolatry reached a critical level in the nineteenth cen-
l in y. hlb be exact, with it history came to an end. History,
In t in - precise meaning of the word, is a progressive
h i i u M u t l i i i ^ of images into concepts, a progressive eluci-
il i i lniM of ideas, a progressive disenchantment (taking the
niiif / j i m i l ol things), a progressive process of comprehen-

], If texts become incomprehensible, however, there is
•..King left to explain, and history has come to an end.

During this crisis of texts, technical images were
ranted: in order to make texts comprehensible again, to
It them under a magic spell - to overcome the crisis of

ory.



The Technical Image

The technical image is an image produced by apparatuses.
As apparatuses themselves are the products of applied
scientific texts, in the case of technical images one is deal-
ing with the indirect products of scientific texts. This gives
them, historically and ontologically, a position that is dif-
ferent from that of traditional images. Historically, tradi-
tional images precede texts by millennia and technical
ones follow on after very advanced texts. Ontologically,
traditional images are abstractions of the first order
insofar as they abstract from the concrete world while
technical images are abstractions of the third order: They
abstract from texts which abstract from traditional images
which themselves abstract from the concrete world.
Historically, traditional images are prehistoric and tech-
nical ones 'post-historic' (in the sense of the previous
essay). Ontologically, traditional images signify pheno-
mena whereas technical images signify concepts. Decoding
technical images consequently means to read off their
actual status from them.

Technical images are difficult to decode, for a strange
reason. To all appearances, they do not have to be decoded
since their significance is automatically reflected on their
surface - just like fingerprints, where the significance (the
finger) is the cause and the image (the copy) is the conse-
quence. The world apparently signified in the case of tech-
nical images appears to be their cause and they themselves
are a final link in a causal chain that connects them with-
out interruption to their significance: The world reflects

i l l . .un'l «nd other rays which are captured by means of
I ' l ' i n , i l . . l i r m k a l and mechanical devices on sensitive sur-
1 1 . 1 .UK! .is .1 result produce technical images, i.e. they
n|i|>. ,11 i i i lie on the same level of reality as their significance.
Wliiil mil ' sees on them therefore do not appear to be sym-
l n i l > , 111 . i i t i n t - has to decode but symptoms of the world
i h i K i i C . l i which, even if indirectly, it is to be perceived.

I Ins apparently non-symbolic, objective character of
i n al images leads whoever looks at them to see them

mil us images but as windows. Observers thus do not
I" l i rvc them as they do their own eyes. Consequently they
iln mi l i r i l ic ize them as images, but as ways of looking at
l l i r world (to the extent that they criticize them at all).

I In ii criticism is not an analysis of their production but
in m.ilysis of the world.

^ This lack of criticism of technical images is potentially
ilminemus at a time when technical images are in the
I H i .1 ess of displacing texts - dangerous for the reason that
ll i r 'ulijcclivity" of technical images is an illusion. For they
iin like all images - not only symbolic but represent
even i iu i r e abstract complexes of symbols than traditional
l i i i i i f . i ' s . They are metacodes of texts which, as is yet to be
•l i i iwn, signify texts, not the world out there. The imagi-
i i i i l u i n that produces them involves the ability to

BKode concepts from texts into images; when we
c them, we see concepts — encoded in a new way —

f the world out there.
With traditional images, by contrast, the symbolic char-

•Rtr is clearly evident because, in their case, human
M>\ffi (for example, painters) place themselves between
(lie images and their significance. Painters work out the

1 1 1 1 1 ii il s of the image 'in their heads' so as to transfer
Itirin by means of the paintbrush to the surface. If one



wishes to decode such images, then one has to decode the
encoding that took place 'in the head' of the painter.

With technical images, however, the matter is
not so clearly evident. It is true that with these images
another factor places itself between them and their signifi-
cance, i.e. a camera and a human being operating it (for
example, a photographer), but it does not look as if this
'machine/operator' complex would break the chain
between image and significance. On the contrary: The sig-
nificance appears to flow into the complex on the one side
(input) in order to flow out on the other side (output),
during which the process — what is going on within the
complex — remains concealed: a 'black box* in fact. The
encoding of technical images, however, is what is going on
in the interior of this black box and consequently any crit-
icism of technical images must be aimed at an elucidation
of its inner workings. As long as there is no way of engag-
ing in such criticism of technical images, we shall remain
illiterate.

But there is something we can say about these images
after all. For example, they are not windows but images,
i.e. surfaces that translate everything into states of things;
like all images, they have a magical effect; and they entice
those receiving them to project this undecoded magic
onto the world out there. The magical fascination of tech-
nical images can be observed all over the place: The way in
which they put a magic spell on life, the way in which we
experience, know, evaluate and act as a function of these
images. It is therefore important to enquire into what sort
of magic we are dealing with here.

Obviously it can hardly be the same magic as that of
traditional images: The fascination that flows out of the
television or cinema screen is a different fascination from

i l I i l i . i l wo observe in cave paintings or the frescoes
I 1 1 1 IIM ,ni tombs. Television and cinema are on a dif-

I level of existence from caves and the Etruscans. The
•tnt magic is prehistoric, it is older than historical con-
•tUincus; the new magic is 'post-historic', it follows on
lln liiHlorical consciousness. The new enchantment is

iini i h '.i)'.nril lo alter the world out there but our concepts
In i i liillon to the world. It is magic of the second order:
WHt |HM"K Ir icks with abstractions.

I he ihl lcrence between ancient and modern magic can
is follows: Prehistoric magic is a ritualization of

. . . . . . I . I . known as 'myths'; current magic is a ritualization
idels known as 'programs'. Myths are models that are
lunicated orally and whose author - a 'god' - is
id the communication process. Programs, on the

r hand, are models that are communicated in writing
ise authors -'functionaries' - are within the com-

cation process (the terms 'program' and 'functionary'
w i l l I n - explained later).
P The function of technical images is to liberate their
in i i v . ' i s hy magic from the necessity of thinking concep-
in . i l l v . .il the same time replacing historical consciousness
wl l l i .1 second-order magical consciousness and replacing
i l l . . i l . i l i i y to think conceptually with a second-order

ation. This is what we mean when we say that tech-
I Images displace texts.

I were invented in the second millennium EC in
t to take the magic out of images, even if their inven-
iay not have been aware of this; the photograph, the

:hnical image, was invented in the nineteenth
r in order to put texts back under a magic spell,

) if its inventors may not have been aware of this. The
ntion of the photograph is a historical event as equally

16



decisive as the invention of writing. With writing, history
in the narrower sense begins as a struggle against idolatry.
With photography, 'post-history' begins as a struggle
against textolatry.

For this was the situation in the nineteenth century:
The invention of printing and the introduction of univer-
sal education resulted in everybody being able to read.
There arose a universal consciousness of history that
extended even to people in those strata of society who had
previously lived a life of magic - the peasants - who now
began to live a proletarian and historical life. This took
place thanks to cheap texts: Books, newspapers, flyers, all
kinds of texts became cheap and resulted in a historical
consciousness that was equally cheap and a conceptual
thinking that was equally cheap - leading to two diametri-
cally opposed developments. On the one hand, traditional
images finding refuge from the inflation of texts in
ghettos, such as museums, salons and galleries, became
hermetic (universally undecodable) and lost their influ-
ence on daily life. On the other hand, there came into
being hermetic texts aimed at a specialist elite, i.e. a scien-
tific literature with which the cheap kind of conceptual
thinking was not competent to deal. Thus culture divided
into three branches: that of the fine arts fed with tradi-
tional images which were, however, conceptually and tech-
nically enriched; that of science and technology fed with
hermetic texts; and that of the broad strata of society fed
with cheap texts. To prevent culture breaking up, technical
images were invented - as a code that was to be valid for
the whole of society.

Valid in the sense, in fact, that first, technical images
were to introduce images back into daily life; second, they
were to make hermetic texts comprehensible; and third,

• Wire to make visible the subliminal magic that was
i i i i i i i n i i ' . to operate in cheap texts. They were to form

HMVtlt common denominator for art, science and poli-
11 In i l ie sense of universal values), i.e. to be at one and

I time 'beautiful', 'true' and 'good', and in this way,
^Universally valid code, they were to overcome the cri-

i i i lHire - of art, science and politics.
In In I, however, technical images function in a dif-

I way: They do not introduce traditional images back
lulu l l l f I n i l . ralher than replace them with reproductions,

i. .• i l i f i n and, rather than make hermetic texts com-
•ttlble, as was intended, they distort them by trans-
I Klentific statements and equations into states of

M, I.e. images. They do not make the prehistoric
Hl||li i oulaincd subliminally within cheap texts in any

v i i l i - i i l but replace it with a new kind of magic, i.e.
lit* |ii"Ki .mimed kind. For this reason, they cannot reduce
i n l i i i i . . .is was intended, to the lowest common denomi-
lliHiii l u l l , on the contrary, they grind it up into amor-

masses. Mass culture is the result.
I explanation for this is as follows: Technical images

HIP •uil.ui's that function in the same way as dams.
1 1 , i . I n ion.il images flow into them and become endlessly

dudble: They circulate within them (for example in
1 of posters). Scientific texts flow into them and
icoded from lines into states of things and assume
properties (for example in the form of models

llttempt to make Einstein's equation comprehensible).
I cheap texts, a flood of newspaper articles, flyers,

I, etc. flow into them, and the magic and ideology
nt within them are translated into the programmed

i of technical images (for example in the form of
l-novels). Thus technical images absorb the whole of



r awl form a collective memory going endlessly
••circles.

5 can resist the force of this current of technical
I—there is no artistic, scientific or political activity

I is not aimed at it, there is no everyday activity
I does not aspire to be photographed, filmed, video-l

aped. For there is a general desire to be endlessly remem- I
bacd and endlessly repeatable. All events are nowadays
aimed at the television screen, the cinema screen, the
photograph, in order to be translated into a state of
dungs. In this way, however, every action simultaneously
loses its historical character and turns into a magic ritual
and an endlessly repeatable movement. The universe of J
technical images, emerging all around us, represents the
fulfilment of the ages, in which action and agony go end- I
lessty round in circles. Only from this apocalyptic perspec-1
rive, it seems, does the problem of photography assume
the importance it deserves.


