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Have you ever questioned the nature of your reality?

 Westworld





The initial task of general image theory should commence with pure 
visibility, however, not in the sense of visibility being an aesthetic 
experience, as defined in the early 20th century by German philosopher 
Konrad Fiedler in his notion of “reine Sichtbarkeit”, but rather of 
visibility as materiality. General image theory should first establish 
the foundational ontological presumptions of each and every pictorial 
experience: in what way does the image exist, what enables us to see 
it, why and in what way do we imagine it when it is not really present, 
how does the image differ from reality, what does it bring into reality, 
and what does it take from reality? Traditional humanistic disciplines 
that tackled images as their theoretical objects, such as art history 
and semiotics – just like the more recent disciplines like cultural or 
feminist studies – have not taken an excessive interest in these issues. 
The reason for this is, simply, that they have been focusing their 
interest on the meaning of what is represented in images, interpreting 
the latter within a framework of their own respective disciplinary 
priorities. In order for the meaning of forms represented in images 
to be of any importance – not only for scientific study, but also for the 
common observers – it is necessary that all of us approach the image, 
ontologically speaking, in a commensurate manner: as a depiction 
which can, but does not have to, resemble reality. And even when it 
does so, to the greatest possible degree, we should know that it always 

Introduction 
Imagining a world without images: Mimesis, simulacrum 
and beyond
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differs from reality. Therefore, the premise according to which an 
image is an object or a thing, a visual or light configuration that was 
thrown into or set in the world, provides a foundation enabling images 
to be discussed, praised, disputed or, sometimes, destroyed. 

The power of image does not consist of the image showing some-
thing for me, but in the fact that the image always depicts something 
to each of us, though every individual differently sees and interprets 
that which has been depicted. The basic issue that a general image 
science should solve, therefore, consists of a paradox wherein each 
and every individual can have a different opinion on the image only 
because, in ontological terms, we all understand the image in a 
commensurate manner – as an artifact, a produced object thrown 
into the world. The image cannot be a universal communication 
tool unless we accept that simple paradox. The ontology of pictorial 
experience within diverse cultures and civilizations has to go beyond 
art history’s aesthetic imperatives and encompass cultural history, the 
turns within a phenomenon that Jonathan Crary referred to as “the 
techniques of the observer”, as well as within technology in general. In 
opposition to the numerous examples of historical iconoclasm, when 
images disappeared due to a simple act of physical destruction, today 
images disappear in a civilized manner. The latter happens due to two 
reasons. Firstly, because of employing the technologically advanced 
processes of visualization that no longer necessitate the substantiality 
of paper, canvas, celluloid tape or any other physical base. Secondly, 
due to the obsoleteness of the notion of representation, i.e. because 
of what I call the iconic simultaneity, the possibility to get immersed 
in a visual experience of real events that are happening somewhere 
else at the same time. We shall discuss this, among other things, in 
the book’s first chapter.

This book talks of the above-described processes that occur on the 
edges of pictorial experience. In this matter, the book aims at inciting a 
doubt, claiming that the age-old experience of the image as a difference 
from reality has now perhaps come to an end. However, the process 
of weakening the ontological basis of image as representation – that 
is, of the image as a generic notion by which we discern the mediated 
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visual information in relation to pure, unmediated visuality, that 
arises only through light’s impact on the eye’s retina – is not a linear 
process, and is more than just technologically, culturally or historically 
determined. This process is influenced by a complex interaction 
between a multitude of facts. For example, the original version of 
iconoclasm – which was prescribed by God’s Second Commandment 
from the Decalogue – prohibits the representation of God, since the 
belief was that a pictorial representation renders visible something 
that is invisible. Therefore, any act of rendering the latter visible 
would counterfeit the divine substance, which is not transferable by 
any visual media whatsoever. On the other hand, the iconoclastic 
discussions in the Byzantine period, during the 8th and 9th century, 
tackled a completely different issue. The writings of Constantine V 
and John of Damascus clearly reveal that the dispute did not revolve 
around the visible or invisible nature of divinity (since in Western 
monotheistic religions divinity is always invisible), but around the 
issue of what kind of visual information is transmitted by the image 
in the first place. In other words, the issue was whether the depiction 
of God in the image is God himself, or the representation of God. 
Therefore, this notably modern debate on the ontological nature of 
image could be regarded, in the words of Emmanuel Alloa, as “visual 
studies avant la lettre”.

First, we shall draw attention to the fact that the early iconoclastic 
debates concerning images already contained the understanding of 
image as the intensity, and not as the permanent and unchangeable 
essence. In order to exist at all, the image should always unite what 
we wish to depict and that which we can see. Let us consider an 
example where we deem that pain cannot be depicted visually but can 
only be corporeally or spiritually sensed. Therefore, with each visual 
depiction, we agree to a certain extent to sensation’s metaphorical 
transformation into the image. Accordantly, if a dogmatic doctrine 
does not allow even the slightest metaphorical transformation of belief 
into the image – i.e. if God is non-representable – then none of the 
models of pictorial appearing is acceptable. However, in this case, we 
do not speak of some specific power or weakness of image, but of the 



Pictorial Appearing20

characteristic of a being that complies with the absolute prohibition 
of representation. Consequently, it is not some specific capacity of the 
image that does not provide a justification for the non-depictability of 
divinity, inasmuch as the capacity of divinity is per se a justification 
for its non-depictability. On the other hand, in Byzantine iconoclastic 
disputes, the debate was no longer led by (merely) the question of 
whether God can be depicted. Now the debate included discussing the 
sort of depictive identity that the image can assume and whether the 
general feature of the image, one enabling it to represent something, is 
acceptable in the case of the depictions of the divine. This is no longer 
a refutation of the absolute impossibility to depict spiritual capacity 
in the image. The debate is now about what constitutes this new, 
special pictorial capacity of a represented being or thing – spiritual or 
corporeal – and in what manner these two are present in the image, 
that is, how do they appear. 

Cultural history demonstrates that images never possessed a 
unique ontological basis. Though Plato’s and Aristotle’s earliest 
reflections on the image and its representation were of a secular 
character, up to the Renaissance, it was religious convictions that 
most frequently defined what we see in images, what are we allowed 
to see and in which manner this should be depicted. When Western 
Christianity adopted the concept of mimesis, Western culture legiti-
mized the image as representation, that is, as a depiction allowing 
the metaphoric transformation of the visible and invisible worlds 
into colors, shapes, and lines upon a delimited surface. However, 
Aristotle’s principle of representation-as-semblance could not have 
existed without Plato’s concept of simulacrum as the deceptively 
depictive power of the image. Plato’s theory is a proof that even with 
the earliest visual media – drawing, painting, and sculpture – people 
accepted the recognition of forms and physiognomies from the real 
world, merely because people themselves intuitively produced “a 
correctional mechanism” for representation, the latter being actually 
a doubt of the simulacrum-like nature of the image, that is, a doubt 
that the image is not in itself what we see in it. In Judeo-Christian 
culture, God has made man in his own image, the depiction of which 
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was prohibited. However, in the culture of antiquity, man created the 
ancient pantheons in his own image(s), which underwent aesthetic 
changes in accord with the principles of representation. Therefore, 
from the position of theory and the ontology of image, only the joint 
action of mimesis and simulacrum enables two crucial features of all 
images. First, images can present anything we are able to recognize 
in them. Second, what we recognize in images is not what the actual 
images are – wooden plates, walls or screens. A dialectic principle 
of the image and its numerous effects consist of two preset limits. 
Naturally, these are not the limits of the absolute non-depictability 
of a being, as commanded by the Decalogue, but the limits of the 
image’s possibility to exist as a medium. One side of this peculiar 
pictorial limit is our ability to make a difference between the medium’s 
material basis and its content. On the other side, there is an ability 
to make a difference between the media’s content and the world’s 
content. The styles and techniques of mimesis constantly direct us 
to the predominance of media content. However, the understanding 
of the simulacrum-like nature of every pictorial experience brings 
us back to the content of the world. This shall be discussed in more 
detail in the second chapter. 

The notion of pictorial appearing, as introduced and described in 
this book, means that I understand the image as the intensity, and 
not as the essence. By doing this, I attempt to define the limits of the 
image in space, demarcated by the material basis of the media and the 
content of the world, between which lays the image’s content. Hence, 
the objection to this hypothesis could be the following: does this not 
crucially predefine the essence of the image? The answer could be 
affirmative if the pictorial ontology truly remained within the already 
mentioned pictorial limits, i.e. if the difference between the image and 
world – all the aesthetic changes in art apart – remained undeniable 
and permanent as they used to be, at least in Western culture, from the 
Altamira cave drawings to the abstractions of high Modernism. The 
real and metaphorical edges of new visual media became increasingly 
less visible. Therefore, the firm ontology of image-as-difference, with 
increasing frequency, began ceding its place to the mediated visual 
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experiences, i.e. to the contents of the world that merge with the 
image’s contents. This happens exactly because the latter no longer 
possesses a visible material ground.

A new theory of digital images has to take into account that 
technology already – speaking in engineering and production terms 
– enables much more than the creators of visual contents, artists, 
designers of computer games and authors of interactive experiences 
are capable of imagining. Since virtual reality is not a content in 
itself – but merely the condition for the possibilities of experiences 
beyond the physical reality – that which is going to take place within 
virtual reality will soon no longer be a problem of the technique of 
realization, but a problem of the production of longing. It will no 
longer be in accord with Microsoft’s slogan from the early Internet 
days, which said “where do you want to go today”, but in line with a 
more dramatic phrase: “who do you want to be today”. A few visually 
very impressive sequences from Denis Villeneuve’s futurist movie 
Blade Runner 2049 allow us to detect the degrees or, in accordance 
with terminology used here, the various intensities of transforming a 
classical two-dimensional tableau into three-dimensional experiences, 
with whose help the movie’s protagonists are capable of producing 
hybrid corporeal forms, made up of people and holographic pro-
jections. Beneath the story – whose narration is relatively simple – in 
searching for the evidence that a sexual union between robot and 
human can produce a real human being, the movie tackles a complex 
relationship between people and humanoid machines. Hence, at a 
certain moment, we will have a presentiment that the main character 
– replicant K, who is played by Ryan Gosling – is himself perhaps a 
product of “the technology of appearing”, born on the evasive border 
between human and robot. 

In Blade Runner 2049, human and non-human, that is, representa-
tion and simulacrum (or “pictorial limits”, as we previously termed 
them) are presented as the markedly unstable phenomena. To put this 
in more precise terms, they are presented as an interspace between two 
utmost limits: human and pictorial. In the traditional understanding, 
this rift was still clearly determinable, but in a period which Žarko Paić 
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refers to as the technosphere, it acquired an entirely new dynamism. 
Today we have totally accepted the interspaces of gender identities. In 
the same manner, we will have to accept the unpredictable results of a 
human’s transformation into a cyborg, along with the transformations 
of material and screen images into pure visuality. The history of 
arts and media, together with Mitchell’s notion of the pictorial turn, 
demonstrate that each period in history, just like each change in 
technology, is but a continual transition of one method of depiction 
into another, of one visualization technology into another. The third 
chapter will discuss the history of epistemological turns within “the 
conditions of looking”, which painting, photography, and movies have 
been confronting us with during the civilization of image. 

The phenomenon which this book presents as the transitive picto-
rial characteristic – namely, its appearing in the various technological 
and ontological intensities – is told by Villeneuve through a metaphor 
of the changeable intensity of human insight and (un)natural body. 
However, even with Villeneuve, everything starts with representation: 
the scene set in China Town shows replicant K looking at some 
ordinary digital photos of a location, a place potentially hiding the 
proofs that could change the destiny of the human race. Later on 
in the movie, we witness the next form of transition, manifested 
as “a touch” between replicant K and his holographic girlfriend Joi, 
that takes place on his apartment’s terrace during a rainy night. 
The subsequent stage is the amalgamation of holographic Joi and 
human Mariette, meant to enable replicant K to sense a “real” physical 
union, instead of a mere visual simulacrum. Following this event, K 
experiences disappointment, masterfully staged in a scene when Joi 
communicates with him through a holographic three-dimensional 
depiction, via classical advertisement “call to action”. At this point, 
K realizes that he has not fallen in love with a person, not even with a 
mere apparition of mirage technology. Rather, he has fallen in love with 
the entire species, a factory line product, a product quite like himself. 
The strongest metaphor of appearing is disclosed in the movie’s final 
sequences when old Rick Deckard and replicant K meet, the latter 
already developing an awareness of his potential human origins (Fig. 1). 
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Replicant K is watching digital photographies in China Town

Robotic body and holographic visualization in impossible bodily touch

Physical body and holographic projection merge into unique appearance
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What is it that Villeneuve’s imagination truly reveals in regard to the 
technologies of appearing and then also, indirectly, to the unstable 
ontology of image after the representation? It reveals, among other 
things, that appearing – as the unstable state of the image – is actually 
a glitch in representation. Just as the robot’s unstable state and his 
desire to be human are technological glitches. Every technical device, 
from the simplest to the most complex one, has its function, is pro-
grammed to do something and has to complete a given task (though 
these tasks do not have to produce an effect that is known in advance). 
Accordingly, technical devices are constructed to avoid – to the greatest 
possible extent – the possibility of error. If an error appears, we speak 

Replicant K is looking at the advertisement for his holographic friend Joi

The confrontation of human, half-human and non-human

1. Denis Villeneuve, Blade Runner 2049; still images from the movie, 
2017
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of an anomaly, of the impermissible state of a machine that does not 
behave according to the preset rules. In short, a machine is defective 
not if it does what we do not like, but if it does what it has not been 
programmed for. It is rather easy to find yet another demonstrative 
example from popular film culture. James Cameron’s movie Termi-
nator from 1984 begins with the premise that digital technology 
became so advanced that computer systems could now develop their 
own consciousness, becoming a threat to the survival of the human 
species. Though the Terminator (played by Arnold Schwarzenegger) 
was created by the computer’s undesired deviation, he is an entirely 
functional machine in regard to a task he has been given, until the 
adverse party destroys him. This cyborg-killer possesses no moral 
scruples since such a thing is not expected from a machine. On the 
other hand, replicant K suffers from a surplus of the humane, from a 
peculiar humanoid glitch which makes him neither a good machine 
nor a bad human. K continues to exist in a rift between radically 
changing society and technology. If we decide to watch Blade Runner 
2049 as an allegory of theory, the movie can suggest that the interspace 
between humans and machines is perhaps comparable with the 
interspace between the opacity and the transparency of the image. 
Therefore, the book’s fourth chapter will introduce a typology of picto-
rial interstices and discuss which modalities of pictorial appearing 
should be included in the “image theory after representation”. We 
will suggest that the analyses of both classic and technical images 
should be approached regarding their four fundamental dimensions 
of appearing: temporality, transparency, mediality, and referentiality. 

Finally, regardless of our view of representation in images as 
either desirable or objectionable, images always serve a single thing: 
they help something to get depicted. Accordingly, if we deem that 
some images depict “nothing”– which is people’s most common 
opinion on abstract works of art – even then we shall not deem these 
as non-images, or  a car, a corkscrew or a totally unknown object 
whatsoever. Western civilization has taught us to approach images 
intuitively or culturally, to search for known objects or contents in 
them, or to allow images to invoke imaginary worlds within ourselves. 
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Following the claims put forward by Martin Seel in his book Ästhetik 
des Erscheinens, even if by observing images we do not recognize 
a single connotation that could be linked to the visible world, the 
abstract artworks – precisely because they are abstract – stress their 
own alterity in regard to the world. Ultimately, they will always possess 
self-referentiality, that is, they will always be able to depict themselves. 
The history of abstract art has confirmed that the image cannot repre-
sent nothing. However, stylistics and the historiography of art have not 
been given the capacity to foresee whether the image could, in some 
future development, simply cease to exist as the image. In other words, 
could the image – just like in a case of a bionic symbiosis between the 
holographic Joi and the human Mariette – get transformed into the 
very world which it was its due to depict? This has already come true 
from the perspective of digitally produced images. However, the latter 
does not imply that images have to lose their alterity in regard to the 
world; unlike Jacques Rancière, I do not think that the end of images 
is behind us, that the only thing left to us is their “silence” about what 
cannot be shown and that what remains is only an illusion of reality 
in the pictorial metaphors of the world, as this French philosopher 
foresees in the opening chapter of The Future of the Image. In the fifth 
and final chapter of this book I will bring forth a different proposition: 
if we did not look for anything in images and if we let them show 
“nothing”, only then would we notice what I am calling the absolute 
image – a specific kind of abstract representation that has the ability 
to always remind us of the existence of psychical world, for the very 
reason that such images will never come to represent anything else 
beyond themselves and will never allow us to “go” somewhere or to 
“be” what we are not. 





4.1. Transhistorical images, or the limits of representation

In the central and longest part of his book The Transhistorical Image, 
Paul Crowther endeavors to construct a system with the help of which it 
would be possible to describe all those pictures that were created during 
the course of history, which we call artistic today, and which we are 
inclined to give privileged status, not only within the social value system 
but also by the way in which we observe and analyze them individually. 
Crowther’s analysis would not be anything like so stimulating if it 
had not started off from a kind of paradox. This author does not derive 
his very meticulously constructed system of pictorial representation 
primarily from Riegl’s Kunstwollen, from Wölfflin’s proto-semiotic 
“fundamental concepts” or even from the later Panofsky interpretation 
of Kunstwollen as a kind of metaphysical intervention into art history, 
but from what preceded them, which is actually essentially different: 
from Kant’s concept of the “productive imagination”.133 This insight 
is interesting to us in many ways, for it shows that the traditional 
idea of the image as representation does not have to be related only 
to the Aristotelian tradition of nature as model, to the imitation and 
interpretation of the visible world, but is just as much under the 
influence of all those impulses that are not directly given to the view 
by looking but rather are known by creatively imagining. 

4. The modalities of pictorial appearing:  
 Fundamental concepts

133 | Paul Crowther, The Transhistorical Image, Cambridge: Cambridge Univer-

sity Press, 2002, pp. 69-73.
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Kunstwollen – or “artistic will” – in Alois Riegl can be interpreted 
in two ways: either as a programmatic category of the discipline of 
art history that at the end of the 19th century took the first steps to es-
tablish on metaphysical foundations its own philosophical-cum-value 
judgment system, or as a creatively imaginative power of the individ-
ual, which actually knew its maximum endorsement in Kant. What 
we are concerned with here, then, is again a kind of conflict between 
the essentialist and the subjectivist views of art in which, according 
to Crowther, Kant’s concept of the productive imagination has the 
priority simply because, unlike art history, it is not motivated either 
disciplinarily or by interest. As is very well known, Kant’s thesis of “a 
disinterested pleasure” refers to the perception of art as pure sensi-
bility independent of reason;134 however, the contemporary expansion 
of the concept of “disinterestedness” could take us further, in the di-
rection of a kind of “theory without a purpose”, independent of any 
essentialist-subjectivist aporias (discussed at the very beginning). I 
think that Paul Crowther with his proposal suggests the possibility 
of just such a new Kunstwissenschaft.

He thinks that the basic problem with the implementation of 
the Kantian principle of imagination by the earlier art historians is 
that all of them – although they themselves aspired to the discovery 
of something that was found in common in all works of art – inter-
preted the (art) picture as the product of a specific artistic will that ap-
pears in the circumstances of the universal visual culture of the given 
time. Thus artistic will as a historical-theoretical principle, in what-
ever way we interpret it, is always only the belated reaction of theory 
to what has already occurred, not a universally applicable principle 
independent of the concrete work.135 In other words, artistic will in 
this case does not refer to the creative transformation of existing can-
ons, but instead derives from them. Crowther’s critique addressed to 
the essentialist model of art history proposed by its creators still can-

134 | Immanuel Kant, Critique of Judgement [Kritik der Urteils kraft, 1790], 

Trans. by James Creed Meredith, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007 (1952).

135 | Ibid., p. 71.
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not be considered that kind of historical revisionism of which visual 
studies, for example, have often been (and still are being) accused.136 
In Crowther, above all we have an attempt at the structural develop-
ment of the Wölfflin and Panovsky methodologies of art history with 
the aid of more precise interdisciplinary insights, paying attention to 
changes that happened in the understanding of art in the contempo-
rary civilization of the image.137

136 | The study of images with the presumption that all visual phenomena are 

to be treated as simultaneously present, and trying to come to terms with our 

contemporary visual culture “as it takes place” (Marquard Smith) in an ever- 

changing global context, has attached to visual studies not just the proverbial 

accusation of its neglect of the historical context in which art was produced 

(as presented in the “Questionnaire on visual culture” in the magazine Octo

ber, No. 77, 1996); recently, the list has been updated with an accusation of 

“ontogenetic fallacy” – an even more dangerous neglect that visual studies has 

supposedly been promoting: neglect of the artwork as such. Nicholas Davey’s 

concept of the “ontogeny of the visual” should, in his opinion, be fundamentally 

accounted for in the “turn to the ontological which causes problems for the 

methodological inclusivity of visual studies” (N. Davey, “Hermeneutical Aesthetics 

and an Ontogeny of the Visual”, in Ian Heywood and Barry Sandywell (eds.), A 

Handbook of Visual Culture, London: Berg, 2013, p. 132). While acknowledging 

visual studies for its “clear strength” in the demystification of artwork, looking for 

dialogical interactions with it and striving towards “a wider consensus of judg-

mental norms”, Davey claims that visual studies “has neglected a fundamental 

distinction between the ontogenetic characteristics of the designed object and 

the artwork”, which is a failure that “not only threatens the variety of study within 

visual culture but also disrupts the possibility of radical critique within aesthe tic 

experience” (p. 132). For more on this, see Krešimir Purgar, “Coming to Terms 

with Images. Visual Studies and Beyond”, in Ž. Paić and K. Purgar, Theorizing 

Images, op. cit., pp. 63-65.

137 | In his division of pictorial categories, in crucial places Crowther directly 

invokes the great structuralists of art history, primarily Wölfflin and Panofsky. 

What Crowther takes from them relates above all to their common wish for 

the understanding of the structural effects of pictures, much less to method 
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The ensuing problem with the concept of artistic will is that it 
attempts to explain works of art with the use of the same parameters 
that enabled (or helped) the work itself to be created. Artistic will 
is “embedded” in early art history as a metaphysical given of the 
artwork – as a kind of a priori – and the actual work is presented 
as a historical-stylistic concretization of a universal metaphysical 
fact in a given time and space. And then, Crowther’s criticism is 
addressed to an excessively narrow interpretation of Kant’s “productive 
imagination”; that is, in conditions of the origin of the artwork that 
assume the Kunstwollen, the productive imagination is limited to the 

and lapidariness. The Irish theoretician creates a much more extensive picto-

rial typology that goes far beyond the tasks that early art history set itself, 

since Crowther ascribes equal importance to iconographic, formal, semiotic, 

historical and even psychological aspects of pictorial representations. A spe-

cial feature of his approach is that, in the concept of structure, it covers both 

formal and compositional and semantic and syntactic categories. Thereby 

he puts forward the clear stance that he does not consider the semantic aspects 

of paintings more important than their ontological status. What paintings use 

to communicate their meanings derives not from their structure but from, 

as he says, their instrumental properties, among which he counts deno-

ta  tion, connotation, metonymy and metaphor – concepts from Barthesian 

semiotics. On the other hand, Crowther’s category of the historical links the 

iconographic and the iconological of Panofsky, but he calls them synchrony 

and diachrony and accordingly uses Panofsky’s categories of meaning to ex-

plain how the artwork is positioned in a historical context. From such a com-

plex structure comes Crowther’s clear divergence from traditional art history 

(as well as his connection with it), for his aims are clearly much closer to the 

method of the general image science. In order to make his typology a uni-

versal tool for pictorial analysis, Crowther attempts to describe everything 

that is potentially visible in pictures, which individual disciplines – because 

of their methodological restrictions – are not able to register. Finally, he       

attempts to structure the different phenomena of visibility to make them closer 

to the immanent possibility of pictures themselves to produce various cate-

gories of visual knowledge (Crowther, op. cit., pp. 78-112).
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conditions of the production of a work that derive from already existing 
models of pictorial representation.138 Crowther thinks that it is equally 
necessary to understand the mechanism of the genesis of the painting 
outside the essentialist framework of European metaphysics, as well 
as outside the discourses of style and form characteristic of art history.

For Crowther, it is actually the picture, the image, that is the area 
of the productive imagination that surmounts the purposefulness and 
utilitarian nature of the images as mere means of communication. 
What characterizes them is not just their ability to convince us of 
something, show us something or teach us something, but primarily 
in their enabling an intuitive understanding and opening up of still 
non-existent forms of sensory experience: “[t]he productive imagina-
tion is not some timeless ‘essence’ but an active functional constant, a 
formative power that can be realized in an infinite number of different 
ways in the myriad number of different historical, cultural and per-
sonal circumstances”.139 His division consists of four fundamental 
categories: structural, instrumental, historical and psychological. The 
first and most important is the structural, because it enables us to 
understand the basic transhistorical and transcultural function of the 
image. And then, this category describes which levels of information 
an image can possess to produce some sensory experience in us. It is 
interesting that Crowther uses “structural” to refer not only to those 
aspects of the image that make it a distinctive pictorial entity in the 
sphere of the visible (what is called the “iconic difference” in Gottfried 
Boehm), but also those related to its content (semantic and syntactical) 
as well as to the purely formal and compositional. 

For him, then, the fundamental constitutive element of the image 
– its structure – is all that we are capable of seeing as a configuration of 
colors, forms, the distribution of individual parts, the relation between 
top and bottom, right and left, and, a bit unexpectedly, everything that 
we are capable of recognizing as the narrative content of the image. 
This latter he explains by – and which will turn out to be crucial for 

138 | Ibid.

139 | Ibid., p. 76.



Pictorial Appearing126

our discussion – the recognition of some narrative content not being a 
kind of special ontological category of painterly experience, but part of 
a general visual competence of observation that enables every average 
observer to recognize an image as an image, and to recognize in it the 
presence or absence of some narrative content. For example, for us 
to recognize a depiction in which we see a man nailed to a cross as a 
painting, it is not necessary for us to know it concerns Jesus Christ, it 
is enough to know that this is a man, that he is nailed to the cross, and 
that it is a pictorial representation. Naturally, our ability to decipher 
any deeper meaning of the depiction depends on our knowing the 
context of the story (Crowther calls this the instrumental category), 
but a possibility of understanding the pictorial representation is not 
the same as recognizing its instrumental, i.e., narrative, figurative 
or some other content. 

The instrumental properties of an image are those with which 
we deal most in everyday situations, for the conventions of pictorial 
representations mainly refer to meeting the communicational and 
functional objectives of visual representations. And so the instru-
mental in images is for Crowther very close to semiotic figures like 
denotation, connotation, metonym, allegory and irony. In art history 
these functional objectives had a cult, religious and – a bit later – narra-
tive and documentary nature; today they satisfy very wide interests, 
from the trivial contents of the entertainment industry to medical 
and neuroscientific visualizations. The problem is not, however, that 
pictorial representations have now taken on a much greater number 
of instrumental functions during their historical development – from 
the magical substitute for life “before the age of art” as Hans Belting 
claims, to the contemporary medium of communication, which is 
how Klaus Sachs-Hombach sees it – but rather that the image, as a 
transhistorical concept in the time of the technosphere, has changed 
its ontological being. It has become a different kind of thing, still at an 
indeterminable border between analogue representation and digital 
post-representation. Crowther’s division into four basic pictorial 
categories is much more useful for universal image theory than 
Wölfflin’s Grundbegriffe or Panofsky’s pre-iconographic, iconographic 
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and iconological levels of interpretation; not, indeed, because it is 
methodologically more correct, but because it is categorially more 
inclusive.140 Put simply, Crowther endeavors to encompass all the 
possi bilities of pictorial representation, although he uses only exam-
ples from older pictorial art.

This insight has brought us much closer to the principal thesis of 
this book. Crowther was able to set up a general transhistorical theory 
of the image and at the same time use only examples of artistic pictorial 
representations created before the 20th century because he bore it in 
mind that the ontology of the image-as-representation is independent 
of the structural, instrumental, historical and psychological status of 
the image. In other words, what the image is as image – its essential 
difference to all other objects of material culture, what Max Imdahl calls 
the iconic – is not dependent on what the image means or what its value 
is. If we look at its ontological status as compared to its instrumental 
purpose, that is, if we categorially equate the essence and function of 
the image, we shall not be able to comprehend the consequences of 
the technological turn from the represented to the virtual image, and 
from iconic difference to post-pictorial immersion. But this is also the 
limit of Crowther’s transhistorical enterprise: he offers no relevant 
insights for general picture theory and ontology going further than 
mere representation, irrespective of whether we mean the supreme 
achievements of classical mimetic art or radical modernist abstraction. 

140 | In his seminal text “A Neglected Tradition. Art History as Bildwissen

schaft”, Horst Bredekamp puts forward the thesis that the problem of inclu-

siveness at an early phase of art history would probably have been solved in 

a different manner if Panofsky had applied his triadic system to all forms of 

visual communication and not only to the fine arts: “Recently it has been argued 

that art history had failed as Bildwissenschaft because it never confronted 

modern media; iconology would have become a Bildwissenschaft if Erwin 

Panofsky had not encapsulated this method into an analysis of Renaissan ce 

allegory. Therefore, following the tradition of the nineteenth century, art his-

tory has been forced to neglect the media arts and deal only with works of 

‘high’ art” (Critical Inquiry, No. 29, Spring 2003, p. 419).
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Reference to Crowther’s considerations was necessary for our 
debate for two reasons: firstly, in order to see the way in which the 
historical thesaurus of images could become not only a source of 
aesthetic pleasure but also the basis of a much wider theory of pictorial 
representation; and secondly, and more importantly, so that we can 
see at what moment pictorial representation can no longer possess that 
key status within the ontology of the image. In other words, analytical 
models of understanding transhistorical images can be applied only 
up to the moment that the “kind” of history these images apply to 
continues to exist. When in the time and space of the technosphere a 
new age of digitally generated images makes its appearance, we shall 
need new epistemological tools. Now we are in a period of transition 
when not only are the existing technologies being reconfigured but 
also the philosophical paradigms upon which the modern world is 
founded are being adjusted to the new technical and digital images. 
These images no longer represent anything from the domain of the 
visible world, but construct their own world; they do not depict, they 
appear, creating emotions, conditions and attitudes.

4.2. Appearing as an ontological approach to images

My point of departure thesis in the theory of pictorial appearing 
is that Boehm’s concept of iconic difference – like the Crowther 
categorization of transhistorical images just outlined – is sufficiently 
comprehensive a concept for the differentiation of the image from 
what was not the image for all visual artifacts that were created 
during the several-millennia-long era of pictorial representation. 
That era started in the first Palaeolithic drawings and covered the 
whole of the visual production in the period “before art” and all 
those visual representations that were created in the new age outside 
the needs of the religious cult, eventually being changed by the 
technosphere. However, since the technosphere is characterized by 
increasingly developed systems of pictorial transparency, from the 
OLED screens and IMAX cinemas available to everyone to totally 
immersive experiences that recreate synaesthetic visual and tactile 
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impressions, the ontological differentiation of the pictorial plane itself 
from extra-pictorial reality can no longer be put in place with only the 
help of the idea of difference.

The concept of difference can only serve as a qualificative for 
the definition of the relations between separate categories of object 
– in our case, pictorial and all those others that are not pictorial – if 
the realities in which they are found are equal or comparable. For 
example, nobody calls into question the clear ontological separation 
of the two-dimensional represented reality that is set up within film 
fiction from the non-represented, i.e. real reality that exists outside 
the fiction of film. Many films and artworks actually count on this 
assumed separation and so many of them test out the borders between 
one reality and the other, primarily to call them into question within 
a strictly artistic discourse. Boehm’s theory of iconic difference, 
like Nancy’s concept of cut, established semiotic-phenomenological 
criteria for the theoretical delimitation of precisely those experiences 
that are innate to the human experience of the world. In other words, 
the difference or ontological cut between image and non-image can 
exist only because every averagely capable individual can understand 
these two categories from experience. However, the iconic difference 
turns out to be an inadequate concept of this ontological cut not only 
because in the time and space of the technosphere human experiences 
radically change their status and capacities, but also because this new 
kind of experience is not yet normalized within the process that Flint 
Schier once called “natural generativity”.141

141 | Generativity is a term in linguistics describing the creation of grammati-

cal forms not from an a priori limited structure of a language system, as is 

the case in structural linguistics, but from the assumption that a person has 

a grammatical competence that enables him/her to find intuitive construc-

tions and create language variants outside the existing grammatical corpus 

of the given language. In other words, generativity means that persons are 

capable by themselves of creating as yet non-existent language construc-

tions, and of understanding such constructions by other people. Analogously 

to this, Schier’s thesis is that understanding pictorial representations derives 
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The time and space of the technosphere, as we have seen, require 
us to approach pictures no longer as the ancient Greek eikon, i.e. 
reflection or representation, but as experiences, events and a special 
kind of phenomena. We can recognize modalities of pictorial appear-
ing in the technosphere as symptoms of the most recent pictorial 
turn, in any case the first in the 21st century, i.e. that which no longer 
occurs in the clash of image and language, as described in a masterly 
manner by Mitchell and Boehm, but rather in the clash of analogue 
and digital images, representation and post-representation, reality and 
virtuality, semiotics and phenomenology. Although they are still used 
as signifiers in the uninterrupted chain of semiosis, images today 
mean increasingly little and even less seldom do they represent. The 
availability of digital coding led to the manner of their appearing, that 
is, the ontological level of pictorial cognition, being more important in 
terms of information and communication than the iconological and 

from people’s innate visual competence. Particularly connected with genera-

tive linguistics is the name of Noam Chomsky and his explanation of language 

as the original site of creation of the free-thinking individual: “the generative 

approach is connected with the concept of grammatical competence. This 

is the model of the speaker’s knowledge of their own language. Grammat-

ical competence expresses the speaker’s productive and creative capacity 

to construct (organise) and understand an endless number of sentences of 

their own language, including those that they have previously not come upon. 

Coining the terms competence (language knowledge) and performance (lan-

guage use) Chomsky reinterpreted Saussure’s constructs langue and parole, 

where competence is not an inventory of elements, like Saussure’s langue, 

but a system of generative rules.” (http://www.enciklopedija.hr/natuknica.

aspx?ID=21594, trans. by K. P.). Unlike in the case of Flint Schier, who in his 

book Deeper into Pictures. An Essay on Pictorial Representation (Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 1986) did not get into the political repercussions 

of visual competence, that is, of natural generativity, language in Chomsky’s 

interpretation ceased to be just a means of immediate communication, but 

also became a metaphorical and real place for the permanent revolutionizing 

of societal relations and a potential for political emancipation.
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semiotic level of pictorial cognition. The very appearing in someone’s 
mind of some sensorily discernible object, irrespective of content, 
form or the virtuosity of the artist, becomes a distinct object of beauty. 
Having already indicated this in basic lines through a reference to 
Paić’s concept of the technosphere, we shall now consider in more 
detail this new kind of phenomenologically founded interpretation of 
art and pictures, which Martin Seel calls the “aesthetics of appearing” 
(Ästhetik des Erscheinens).

Seel’s concept is designed, above all for the sake of an aesthetic 
analysis of systematically new phenomena of beauty that, in the age 
of the technosphere, are realized no more as signifiers of the classic 
European metaphysical tradition but as visual phenomena that are 
realized aesthetically and artistically through their own mechanisms 
of sensoriness. An aesthetics of appearing can at first sight pose two 
main, very serious, restrictions for our analysis of pictorial phenomena: 
1) Seel, in the phenomenon of appearing, sees above all the possibility 
of the perception of aesthetic objects, while in this book we are dealing 
with pictorial phenomena in general, without requirements directed 
towards a specifically aesthetic reflection; 2) a focus on the perception 
of aesthetic objects restricts the phenomena of appearing to the class 
of objects that we call artistic and thus puts outside the compass of 
theory all those forms of appearing that cannot be covered by aesthetic 
criteria. However, what seems the most important contribution of the 
aesthetics of appearing is precisely the omission of criteria based on 
historical and theoretical canons of beauty, as well as the relativization 
of art historical topoi. This does not mean that classical artworks have 
ceased to be peaks of the humanist tradition; it does mean that their 
appearing, like the appearing of any other object, has to be compre-
hended in the light of the new paradigms of becoming, emergence 
and event. Whether the object in its appearing will be constituted 
as an aesthetic object or a common-or-garden thing depends on the 
observer’s capacities of intuition and imagination. Seel says of this:

In principle, anything that can be perceived sensuously can also be 

perceived aesthetically. Among possible aesthetic objects, there are not 
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only perceivable things and their constellations, but also events and their 

sequences – in short, all states or occurrences of which we can say that 

we saw, heard, felt or otherwise sensed them. Nevertheless, the concept 

of aesthetic object does not coincide with the general concept of an object 

of perception, because what is sensuously perceivable and can therefore 

be the occasion of aesthetic perception is not for that reason already an 

aesthetic object. All aesthetic objects are objects of intuition, but not all 

objects of intuition are aesthetic objects.142 

Since this kind of stance clearly indicates Seel’s polemical attitude 
towards the inheritance of metaphysical aesthetics, at the beginning 
of his analysis he also distances himself from the tradition of the 
analytical philosophy of art following on from Arthur Danto; although 
he is in agreement with the American philosopher that any object can 
have aesthetic qualities (that is, “it can be aesthetically perceived”), Seel 
thinks that this fact is due to the manner of the appearing of the con-
crete object in the visible world, and not to the features that have been 
ascribed to this object in some institutional or social context. Seel’s 
theory is essentially phenomenologically determined, for it is skeptical 
in equal measure about the philosophical and speculative source of 
aesthetic experience and about its conceptualization. Accordingly, 
he sends aesthetic experience back from the domain of intellectual 
perception to the domain of sensoriness, from the activity of critical 
reflection to the event and phenomenality of appearing.143 This is in 
a sense a return to the original Kantian teaching of “disinterested 
pleasure”: it does not mean that the aesthetic object must not have 
any purpose other than being the object of pure aesthetic pleasure, 
rather that the human mind is capable of seeing or experiencing some 
object – outside or beyond its practical function – as an aesthetic object 
as well. For example, Duchamp did not draw attention to the neglected 
beauty of the urinal, nor did he reveal its aesthetic dimension that had 
been suppressed for years, just as Cézanne’s painting is not interesting 

142 | Seel, Aesthetics of Appearing, op. cit., pp. 21-22.

143 | Ibid., p. 23.
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because of his artistic experience of nature. We appreciate both, like 
most of the great artists of modernity, because of the change of the 
paradigm of creation of the artwork, from individual artistic genius 
to public critical judgment, i.e. from work-as-object in the direction 
of observer-as-subject. According to this post-structuralist thesis, one 
should claim the artist as responsible for the production or activation 
of new perceptive and receptive mechanisms, while the artifact itself 
is necessary only as an instruction for the use of new and different 
artistic contents that can be but are not necessarily there in this work. 
Another example: the works of Joseph Beuys or Jannis Kounellis, 
like the whole strategy of the Arte Povera movement, were aimed at 
sensitizing people to the aesthetic dimension of the quotidian so that 
purely functional objects, known forms and unobtrusive textures 
are defamiliarized in their new “aesthetic” non-functionality and 
deformedness. 

In the domain of art, the capacity for aesthetic perception will be 
enjoyed by those who have developed the sensitivity for remarking 
particular kinds of aesthetic appearing; among them are the art 
public, critics or simply connoisseurs of the widest possible profile. 
If we are not capable of experiencing art irrespective of how we get 
through to it – metaphysically, analytically, as appearing, through 
conceptual construction or some other way – we shall be deprived of 
a specific experience that the aesthetic alone can provide us. But, how 
do the things stand with images in general? Does (non-art) pictorial 
appearing have any other similarities with the much more exclusive 
Seel concept of aesthetic appearing, apart from the fact that in both 
cases we are more interested in visual and sensory phenomena than 
sign and textual narration? Can pictorial experience in the time and 
space of the technosphere still be articulated as iconic difference? The 
main thesis of this book is that today it is precisely the perception of 
difference, i.e. the ability to differentiate a real from a virtual experience 
of the image, that is the place in which the drama of the real, to put 
it in Baudrillard’s terms, is played out. It seems to us that in an age 
when traditional images are increasingly less differentiated from 
immersive synaesthetic experiences (which are also partly visual 
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phenomena, but are not images alone), there is a need for an equal 
perceptual concentration for us to recognize either an original art 
object or some profane pictorial object.144

The logic of iconic structures of Dieter Mersch, discussed earlier, 
is also in essence the logic of the perception of the difference be-
tween picture and frame, i.e. image and non-image, the iconic thus 
necessarily being something like phenomenon or occurrence, rather 
than text or sign. He claims that the “pictorially visible” is differently 
visible than the “non-pictorial visual”, because the picture possesses 
a distinctive material status through which a difference is produced 
between, on the one hand, something that is visible precisely as 
image and, on the other, something that is also visible but is a mere 
visual phenomenon that is not an image. Mersch says that even the 
totally immersive experience of IMAX cinema can be considered an 
image, for there is still a border that frames the in-the-image from the 
surrounding visual.145 Although in this book, and in other places, I 
also urge that in the case of immersion there is a marginal experience 
of the image and although I agree with Mersch it is still a matter of 
a pictorial phenomenon, the question remains whether that is really 
because, as he says, in the cinema we see the frame of the screen and 
the seat in front of us and we feel the specific cinema arrangement, or 
whether it is actually because we know that cinematographic apparatus 
is involved, together with the traditional institution of the cinema, 
which has not changed its illusionist character since the beginning 
of the era of moving images? True, much more important for us than 
this epistemological speculation is the phenomenological insight 
of Mersch, according to which it is the immersive experience of the 
image that wipes out the basis of pictorial ontology: “All technical 
illusionism, what can be called pictorial immersiveness, finds in it 
its dynamics and its futility”. What the image attempts is equivalent 
to a paradox: “the effacement of that which constitutes the viewing 
of an image, and thus the erasure of pictoriality as a medium. The 

144 | See my article “What is not an image (anymore)?”, op. cit., pp. 92-93.

145 | Mersch, op. cit., pp. 163-166.
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logic of technological progress exists due to this telos: a medium that 
negates its own mediality”.146

From this it follows that the observation of the modality of pictorial 
appearing is the fundamental precondition for both the possibility of 
aesthetic perception and also of the perception of the image in general 
as phenomena that have an interior logic different from that of reality 
(or the continuum of reality) in which they are located as objects of 
perception. These modalities have to be precisely defined, for two 
fundamental reasons. Firstly, because they can throw a new light on 
the still unresolved aporias of the pictorial turn, primarily that part 
of it that deals with the issue of the domination of the visual by the 
textual and vice versa; and secondly, because the technosphere faces 
pictorial mediality with completely new challenges: the question that 
arises is, how can a person’s capacity for the artistic transcending of 
reality be preserved when the experiences of pictorial representation 
– traditional painting and cinematography in the “old fashioned” 2D 
technique, for example – vanish in the digital worlds of virtuality, 
in which transcendence is actually no longer possible? If art in the 
pre-digital era was the only means through which it was possible 
to transgress the borders of cognition/perception and comprehend 
reality outside the framework of mere necessity, then the virtual space 
of some immersive reality makes art today equally impossible and 
unnecessary. As Seel and Mersch suggest, a new strategy of art must 
accordingly be identical to the new strategy of the image: the iconic, 
which in his text of 1978 Boehm could still call image-as-difference, in 
the epochal turn of the technical-scientific age has to be turned into 
the image-as-appearing. 

In order to set up a plausible model of universal pictorial appearing, 
equally taking into account changes in the mediality of images as well 
as Mersch’s contrast of the pictorial and the visual, it is necessary 
to liberate images of the surplus of content inscribed, i.e. approach 
them as abstract entities; I do not necessarily think here of pictures of 
abstract art, but as pictures as objects set free of culturally inherited 

146 | Ibid., p. 166.
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aesthetic content.147 Seel, in The Aesthetics of Appearing, sets himself a 
harder task, for not only does he attempt to split off the factual kind of 
appearing (constitutive for any object at all) from the concrete phenome-
nal appearing (which is a precondition for aesthetic differentiation), but 
also endeavors within the desired aesthetic norm to set up criteria for no-
ticing those phenomena that take part only in the aesthetics of appearing. 
Unlike the approach to the aesthetic object in traditional hermeneutic 
disciplines, like art history for example, in which some object – whether 
a painting or three-dimensional object – is ascribed artistic properties 
in the process of interpretation, Seel’s method assumes a process of 
subtraction or abstraction of a multitude of the phenomenal features 
of some object and of drawing attention to only those phenomena 
that are aesthetically relevant. He calls this process of the aesthetic 
reduction of all those unlimited and never ultimately comprehensive 
phenomena that make up the universal facticity of some object “the 
simultaneous and momentary appearing of appearances”.148 In other 
words, something can occur or appear in a specific way, in some context 
and in a specific manner of looking, irrespective of all those universal 
and permanent features of that object according to which it would not 
actually be particularly aesthetically interesting. The appearance of an 

147 | In the second part of Aesthetics of Appearing is an essay entitled “Thir-

teen Statements on the Picture” in which the German author expressly states 

that the problem of the ontology of the picture is opened up more clearly if 

we start off from abstract images, since they do not bear the burden of repre-

sentation: “Every theory of the image has on the one hand to explain how the 

pictured object is linked with the pictured depiction, and on the other how the 

pictured depiction is connected with representation”. In other words, the con-

cept of representation in any event complicates what the picture itself is, for it 

is clear that representation is above all the relation between the presence of 

what is depicted in the picture and its absent referent. For this reason, when 

we are concerned with non-figurative pictures, Seel concludes that the so-

called abstract picture “is proved to be the most concrete and hence the para-

digmatic picture” (see: Seel, Aesthetics of Appearing, op. cit., pp. 161-163).

148 | Seel, Aesthetics of Appearing, op. cit., p. 46.
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object is its universal factuality according to which we recognize the 
object within one class of visually and haptically perceptible objects. On 
the other hand, appearing is an aesthetic operation of visual focusing and 
a sensory comprehension of the object in a new status: at once liberated 
of the multiplicity of its everyday appearance and also enriched with a 
unique “simultaneous and momentary” appearing. 

In this German author, as we can see, we are faced above all with 
a model of understanding artistic objects, while our analysis refers 
primarily to the much more general concept of iconic difference. To 
this extent the modalities of pictorial appearing that I shall propose 
here are not entirely comparable with appearing as aesthetic category as 
described by Seel, but they are also not general categories of appearance 
– the merely visual or visible. I shall use Erscheinen only partially in the 
Seel sense, primarily thinking here of the abstraction of the symbol-
ic-narrative content of the image through a kind of phenomenological 
turn from the textual to the iconic substance of the artistic (in our case 
pictorial) object. Deviating from the earlier described concept of the 
transhistoric image of Crowther, I shall attempt, therefore, to come 
closer to phenomenological models that invoke Seel’s “event and 
moment of appearing”, then Boehm’s “iconic difference” as well as 
Mersch’s “pictorially visible”, and apply them, taking into consideration 
above all the consequences of Paić’s interpretation of the technosphere, 
an interpretation that dramatically draws attention to the completely 
new meaning of concepts like the real, the simulated and the virtual. 
My intention in the following pages is to describe four basic modalities 
of pictorial appearing, in order to consider the possibilities of a new 
theory of the image outside the essentialist-subjectivist aporias. 

4.2.1. Temporality : Representational, simultaneous and  
 reciprocal images

The most important change that digital technology has brought to 
the whole of visual culture is the totally new effect of time in the 
production and perception of images. The basic characteristic of 
representation, i.e. of the reproduced image – whether painting on 
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canvas, photography or film – is that it is always a visual phenomenon 
that has come into being only after the represented event took place. 
The purpose of representation and the visual arts that have been based 
on it during the several-millennia-long history of images was precisely 
in enabling the division between the unfolding of the experience of life 
as a temporal continuum from the experience of art as cut inside the 
continuum. Until the appearance of direct televisual transmissions with 
the help of video-links or somewhat later with the aid of satellites, every 
image could be only representation, that is, the image always followed 
the principle of temporal otherness or discontinuity with respect to the 
relentless course of time. The image halted time, although it was not 
its main ontological property, for the problem of pictorial anachronism 
has always been a priori experienced as innate to what the image 
is – that is, halted time that has always already occurred. Since not a 
single picture that was created before the 20th century could have been 
simultaneous with the event it depicted, the problem of temporality is 
seen in relation to the characteristics of the intra-pictorial depiction and 
not with respect to the source reality. Irrespective of how long a period 
of time represented in the image was concerned, every representation 
was ontologically congruent with any other.

Let us take as an example a depiction of movement in four totally 
distinct categories of representation that all present some kind or phase 
of movement but differ in terms of their media basis: Caravaggio’s 
Entombment of 1603; a series of photographs of a horse galloping by 
Eadweard Muybridge of 1878 and his proto-cinematographic device 
called the zoopraxiscope; Marcel Duchamp’s painting Nude Descending 
a Staircase of 1912, the Umberto Boccioni sculpture Continuity of Space 
of 1913 and (belonging to the same category as Boccioni) the oil on 
canvas of Gerhard Richter, Woman Descending a Staircase, of 1965 
(Figs. 13 and 14). In order to depict movement, each of these artists had 
to find a manner of how to condense the time necessary for movement 
to be distinguished from the depiction of some static scene. Photo-
graphy, oil on canvas and sculpture require interventions in the content 
and the stylistic complex in order for the depiction to be interpreted 
temporally, while for film, the media ground alone is enough: even 
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a very static film depiction will always reveal the presence of time 
via hardly perceptible changes on screen.149 A statically represented 
picture does not possess any time proper to itself, but is dependent on 
the temporality that it shows: a classic tableau could capture only that 
very moment that we indeed see in the picture. Since in Caravaggio’s 

13. (clockwise) Caravaggio, The Entombment of Christ, oil on canvas, 
1603-1604, 300 x 203 cm, Pinacoteca Vaticana, Rome, Italy; Eadweard 
Muybridge, The Horse in Motion, photographs used for animation of 
movement, first published in Philadelphia in 1878; Umberto Boccioni, 
Unique Forms of Continuity in Space, 1913, 111,4 cm; Museu de Arte 
Contemporanea, São Paulo, Brasil

149 | The introductory scene from Haneke’s film Caché is a good example 

of the treacherous and manipulative character of filmic time. The very static 

first shot in Haneke’s film has a double role: structural and narrative. At 

the structural level the static shot taken with a fixed camera announces the 



Pictorial Appearing140

Entombment we do not see what immediately preceded the moment 
represented, or what comes just after it, the condensation of time is 
rendered by the dramatic gesturality of the figures that is able merely 
to foreshadow the continuity of the act of the entombment. 

In Boccioni and Richter, temporality is shown with the same 
ontological restriction of the mediums (one pictorial composition and 

14. (left) Marcel Duchamp, Nude Descending a Staircase, No. 2, oil on 
canvas, 1912, 147 x 89 cm, Philadelphia Museum of Art, USA; (right) 
Gerhard Richter, Woman Descending the Staircase, oil on canvas, 1965, 
198 x 128 cm; The Art Institute of Chicago, USA

director’s manipulation of the film’s temporality, a fundamental constructive 

determinant of the film. At the level of content, the static frame that extends 

into time adumbrates the thematic linchpin, i.e. the psychological effect of 

observing and being observed (Michael Haneke, Caché, 2005, starring Daniel 

Auteuil and Juliette Binoche).
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one sculptural volume), but in the stylistic innovations of these two 
authors it is suggested, much more directly, that the invisible time 
(time left out of the picture, not represented) before and after the 
moment represented nevertheless did exist. Richter shows this time by 
representing the long exposure of the camera, while Boccioni achieved 
the same effect by combining an imagined series of temporal moments 
into a single united volume. Thus both of them, and Caravaggio and 
Duchamp as well, had to sacrifice the verisimilitude of the depiction 
to be able to present time within the still media. On the other hand, 
Muybridge, with the help of experiments with a galloping horse, 
showed that the new medium of moving images would not know 
such a restriction: film shows time by its mere nature as a medium, 
it does not exist without the time necessary for a rapid interchange of 
a multitude of still images or frames. 

The 1964 Andy Warhol film Empire shows in a drastic manner 
what cinematographic representation would be like without the 
specifically filmic condensation of film time through editing: a 
single continued frame that can theoretically last as long as a reel. 
Accordingly, cinematic time came close to or was totally identified with 
real time but – particularly importantly for this discussion – never 
ceased to be representation. What happens in the Warhol film is that, 
although almost identical to the real pictorial-temporal situation 
before the camera, it is necessarily a depiction of a time that has 
gone irretrievably. In the film, it is true, moments of cutting can be 
seen when Warhol and his cinematographer Jonas Mekas change 
reels. The result of this manipulation of real and film time is that 
this temporal continuity and total identification of the two realities 
is disturbed only because of the technological constraints of the 
film medium.150 Or, in other words, the technological constraint of 

150 | I do not think my argument is even slightly vulnerable to Warhol’s per 

being shown slowed down vis-à-vis the speed of the camera used during 

shooting. Cinematographer Jonas Mekas shot the iconic New York skyscraper 

with a classic film speed of 24 frames a second, and yet Warhol decided to 

show it at 16 frames. The interventions included a minimal amount of editing 
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the medium drew attention to its fundamentally manipulative (and 
accordingly, potentially artistic) character.

The most important question is still to come: what happens with 
pictorial representation when the technological restrictions of the 
classical analogue film or painterly medium give way to the iconic 
simultaneity of the digital age? Hidden in the answer to this question 
is the reason why addressing the issue of temporality – and not repre-
sentation – is the primary task of image theory today. My thesis runs 
as follows: before the appearance of direct television transmissions and 
before the satellite coverage of the whole planet, we could reasonably 
consider representation as the ontological specificity of every pictorial 
depiction. In spite of its lasting validity as a philosophical and pheno-
menological concept, Gottfried Boehm did not think he needed to 
append any kind of technical or scientific legitimation to his concept 
of iconic difference, legitimation that today might crucially determine 
the difference between image and non-image, as Boehm proposes to 
us in his key text Die Wiederkehr der Bilder of 1994. The turn to the 
image – that is, the iconic turn – he then recognized in the turn to 
the pictorial particularly in Wittgenstein’s philosophy of language and 
Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenology of the spirit, and not in a turnabout 
from traditional representation toward other, new technologies of 
visualization. We can find the same problem in Mitchell’s pictorial turn 
of the same year, in which the turn to the image is interpreted from 
the position of the ideological criticism of existing visual regimes, and 
not from the spirit of a technique that has irrevocably and radically 
changed the methods of pictorial cognition; this also explains to us 
why Mitchell interprets Crary’s book Techniques of the Observer as, 

(editing out of sheer necessity only), since there is no film reel big enough 

to shoot visual material for an uninterrupted period of six and a half hours, 

which is how long the material shot lasts. My argument is based above all 

on Warhol’s idea of showing real physical time as totally inappropriate to 

the manipulative character of film as art form. This idea, that is, could have 

been conveyed in an uninterrupted film of two hours, which is all that a single 

reel permits.
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primarily, a collection of the technological symptoms of modern 
visual culture.151 Although in his celebrated text Mitchell does not 
identify technology as the main driver of the turn to the image and 
does not think that it can radically separate the observer from his 
“human nature”, he does nevertheless give Crary that contemporary 
techniques of visualization, like CAD, synthetic holography, flight 
simulators, computer animation, control of movement or multispectral 
sensors, can contribute to the moral and political fear of the “loss of 
the human”.152

In this place we should not go too far and talk about the loss of the 
human, and yet I do think it is justified to speak about the new onto -
logy of the image. If we look at visual phenomena in the framework 
of the technosphere, from the position of the technological possibi-
lities of visualization, then we shall observe that classical represen-
tation is today just one of three equal forms of representation – the 
other two are simultaneous and reciprocal images – and all three 
categories constitute the new temporal dimension of the image. Why 
is it needful to discuss a temporal dimension, and in what way does 
time affect the nature of pictorial experience? It is essential to under-
stand that here it is not a matter of the kind of time that is necessary 
for a specific temporal medium like the digital or analogue film, or 
the still earlier zoopraxiscope or kinetoscope, to be able to produce 
movement, but of real time which is actually now going on within 
the image. When we look at any film representation, irrespective of 
the edited sequences characteristic of the narrative film, or of a conti-
nuous, extremely long take characteristic of experimental films (like 
Warhol’s Empire), we are dealing then with a precisely determined 
time that has always already happened. The very idea of both filmed 
fiction and documentary faction counts on images of a time that 
has passed. On the other hand, there are increasingly more cases of 
media exploitation of pictorial time that is actually going on, which 

151 | For more on this, see W.J.T. Mitchell, Picture Theory, op. cit, pp. 

23-25.

152 | Ibid.
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is simultaneous to: 1) the person looking, 2) what is looked at, and 
3) that through which it is looked at. The observer, the observed and 
the medium of observing share the same temporal continuum. This 
form of visualization is not new and it is a bit paradoxical that at the 
dawn of the television age, in the 1920s, it was the live broadcast that 
was cheaper and easier to produce than the recording of a TV show 
on some kind of recording media.153 Such live images are formed 
as visual facts at the moment they are broadcast, and without this 
moment they cannot actually exist.

Such simultaneous images take on a very different character in 
our time when they are no longer used only by the entertainment 
industry and public information departments to involve us in some 
sporting event or convey to us the drama of natural disasters; rather, 
iconic simultaneity is used to take the place of something much 
more material – physical presence. The use of drones in missile 
attacks from the air, the ability to surveil in real time every little 
piece of the planet, CCTV cameras in public spaces – all these are 
examples of simultaneous images. These images do not re-present, 
they present; they are the incarnation of time and the presentness of 
the event – what is there and what is here are together made present 
in the continuum of time and, unlike representations, without that 
continuum, they do not exist. A subspecies of simultaneous images 
consists of reciprocal images, which also possess all the features 
of simultaneity, with the important difference that the effect of 
being present is enabled for both the observer and the observed. The 
availability of digital services like Skype and virtual technology like 
Oculus Rift will lead to reciprocal images in the near future providing 
a totally immersive experience. In a traditional classification in which 
images were always representation, such visual experiences could no 
longer be considered images: in the new classification that I propose 

153 | For more on this subject, see the article of Stefan Münker, “Eyes in 

the Window: Intermedial Reconfiguration of TV in the Context of Digital Pub-

lic Spheres”, in Žarko Paić and Krešimir Purgar (eds.), Theorizing Images, op. 

cit., pp. 144-159.
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here, they are new, specific “space/event” phenomena in the sphere 
of the visible.154 

The criterion of temporality is a direct consequence of the new 
technologies of the presentation and transmission of visual infor-
mation and does not depend on the techniques of representation or 
reproduction, nor can it be correlated with individual skills of picture 
production in the widest sense (painting, drawing, cinematographic 
technique). And now we come to a paradox. Although information 
technology has enabled immense possibilities of creation and commu-
nication with the use of simultaneous and reciprocal images, repre-
sentational images are still the main medium of art, while the new 
technology of visual simultaneity is used principally in the production 
of non-fictional contents. Does this mean that time that has “always 
already passed” still enables a more creative manipulation of fictional 
(artistic) contents, or does it mean that the artistic imagination has not 
yet caught up with the cutting edge techniques of simultaneous and 
reciprocal visualization? Or is it perhaps that iconic simultaneity is still 
experienced simply as reality, and not as art? It seems that the magical 
effect of the artistic contingency of the image has not faded in the 
slightest in the face of the omnipresent simultaneity of live streaming 
or the immanence of the image that is proper to simultaneity. 

4.2.2. Transparency : Non-transparent, transparent and  
 immersive images

A division according to transparency tells us about the semiotic and 
phenomenological agency of the pictorial surface; in other words, it 
tells us about the kind of visual information we recognize on a piece 
of paper, a canvas, a film or television screen. As we shall see a bit 
later, transparency is directly connected with referentiality, but in the 
case of transparency it is crucial how we see, while with referentiality, 
what we see. In principle we can say that in the traditional concept 

154 | I have written more extensively on visual experience that cannot be 

considered an image in “What is not an image (anymore)?”, op. cit.
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of representation, “intelligibility” is much more pronounced in the 
image than transparency. This axiom derives from the concept of the 
Renaissance picture as a window onto the world and from Western 
culture having taken over this principle of representation as a natural 
form in which to convey three-dimensional reality in different media 
of two-dimensional representations. Since the whole of the classical 
tradition was founded on nature as a model of beauty and on Aristotle’s 
principle of the imitation of nature as the objective of poetics, what is 
transparent in the painting, that is, what we see through it, is actually 
the natural world and human interventions in the natural world 
(architecture, clothing, technical aids and so on). The more elements 
from nature we are able to “recognize” in some painting, the more will 
we say this image is real and realistic; it accordingly becomes more 
transparent, for “through it” we recognize what the image depicts.

The first paradox of the principle of transparency, which does not in 
fact diminish the credibility of this principle at all, is contained in the 
realistic nature of the painting necessarily leading to the domination 
of pictorial content over pictorial phenomenon. In other words, the 
more the attention of the viewer is directed to what the painting 
represents, the slighter the awareness of the actual phenomenon of 
representation will be. We might take, for example, the digital medium 
of moving images that can be maximally transparent or extremely 
non-transparent. We will experience a highly realistic depiction of a 
terrorist attack shot with a high resolution smart phone camera by a 
participant on the spot like a high technology snapshot, almost like a 
contemporary version of the Italian Baroque tableau, but, and this is 
particularly important, we will not recognize any artistic pretension in 
it. If the shot is fuzzy, dark or low-resolution, because it was shot from 
a distance with CCTV, the observer’s attention will be more focused on 
the formal and technical failings of the image and accordingly on its 
phenomenological properties. The questions that the observer will then 
ask will impinge more on the area of pictorial experience (“am I sure 
of what I see?”) than on the domain of pictorial content (“did things 
really happen that way?”). Non-transparency and partial transparency 
draw attention to the medium itself, because in conditions of reduced 
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realism in the depiction the metaphorical window will have come 
between observer and world: hazy if a shot is unclear, and in the picture 
of abstract art, totally non-transparent. Following on from Martin Seel 
and his “Thirteen Statements on the Picture”, we can confirm that 
the paradox, then, consists of the pictorial experience being the more 
pronounced if the transparency is the smaller or, put still more simply, 
we shall be the more aware of the image itself and its media ground if 
we do not ask the question of what the image is presenting.

The second paradox of the principle of transparency – which, as 
I shall endeavor to show, confirms, perhaps more than the previous 
one, the theoretical relevance of the problem of pictorial transparency 
– consists of any possible attainment of the ideal of total transparency 
and full immersion, eliminating the very possibility of pictorial 
experience. Since, as we mentioned a little earlier, transparency can 
be considered a person’s naturalized system of recognition of the 
content of a picture (as already mentioned, Schier calls this capacity 
“natural generativity”),155 it follows that transparency will be present 
to the extent to which we manage to recognize, in a natural manner, 
the realistic nature of pictorial content, or as Kendall Walton would 
say, the extent to which in the picture we manage to “see the world”. 
This author thinks that between highly transparent media, like 
photographs, and those a little less transparent, like hyper-realistic 
paintings on canvas, there is nevertheless an essential difference. 
According to Walton, photographs possess “a bit more” of those 
features of transparency that other kinds of images lack; however, 
the differences in the degree of transparency are not enough, he 
thinks, for us to make an essential cut between the different kinds of 
images.156 This analytically-oriented American philosopher invokes 
phenomenological insights into the nature of pictorial experience and 
concepts like difference and cut that can be said to be equally popular 

155 | For more on this see note 141.

156 | Kendall Walton, “Transparent Pictures. On the Nature of Photographic 

Realism”, in K. Walton, Marvelous Images. On Values and the Arts, Oxford: 

Oxford University Press, 2008.
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in the new image science of the European tradition, thinking here 
primarily of the theoretical work of Boehm and Nancy.

Walton is of the opinion that the transparency of photography does 
not of itself contribute to its realism, for photography in a phenomeno-
logical sense is always split off from the continuum of the surface on 
which it lies, and this separation is enough for each picture surface to 
have ontological otherness, irrespective of the degree of transparency. 
The flatness of a photograph, its frame, the wall on which it is hung, all 
these are elements that contribute to its flagrancy: “photographs look 
like what they are: photographs”.157 This claim, of course, does not tend 
to support my argument, that is, the second paradox of the principle 
of transparency; however, Walton ascribes to the transparency of the 
photograph some features that cannot possibly be ascribed to other 
kinds of visual representations. In his earlier and better known work 
Mimesis as Make-Believe, Walton contends that the realism of mimetic 
representation is produced by a series of conventions, the primary 
being that certain depictions in some situations are considered 
truthful, irrespective of them being inherently fictional.158 From 
this it derives that recognition of reality in the image is not rationally 
founded, but is the product of “make-believe”, which always unfolds 
according to set rules. According to this theory, the transparency or 
mimetic nature of realistic images from art history is not the fruit of 
searching for the perfect representation of reality, but is to do with 
a series of historically changeable rules of make-believe. Although, 
for example, every realistically done portrait is always and only a 
fictional substitute for the real presence of the painted person, in the 
fictional world of mimetic make-believe that person is really present 
in the image. Walton says of this: “Fictionality has turned out to be 
analogous to truth in some ways; the relation between fictionality and 
imagining parallels that between truth and belief. Imagining aims at 

157 | Ibid., p. 83.

158 | Kendall Walton, Mimesis as MakeBelieve. On the Foundations of the 

Representational Arts, Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 

1993, p. 38.



The modalit ies of pictorial appearing: Fundamental concepts 149

the fictional as belief aims at the true. What is true is to be believed, 
what is fictional is to be imagined”.159

Accordingly, no matter how transparent it might be, realistic paint-
ing belongs among the categories of the imaginary world because it 
came into being within it, just like painterly representation. For our 
argument, indeed, it is more important what Walton says in his later 
text, which is that the transparency of photography definitely does 
not belong to that category of visual experience to which some other 
kinds of mimetic representation belong (like painting, sculpture and 
so forth). Walton thinks that the degree of realism in some depiction 
does not depend on the degree of its mimesis, but whether the given 
depiction belongs to the category of imagination or the category of 
truth. In photography the rules of make-believe cannot be applied 
simply because different rules of perception prevail: in the photograph 
we do not imagine we see something, rather we believe that we do.160 
Although the basic difference between photography and painting is 
that the former always shows something that does indeed exist, while 
painting does not necessarily have to present really existing objects, 
what is much more important is that the photograph has brought us 
a totally new way of looking at mimetic scenes; that kind of looking 
that no longer has any connection with the post-Renaissance endeavor 
for realism in painting or with the usual theories of realistic art. For 
Walton the photograph is something like a “supertransparent” medium 
through which we really do see that which the photograph shows.161

This insight is important to us because in it Walton definitely sets 
the problem of transparency aside from the area of representation 
theory and shows that these are two very different categories of visual 
experience, categories that depend on two incompatible theoretical 
premises: the phenomenology of looking in the case of transparency 
and the semiotics of the pictorial sign in the matter of representation. 
Accordingly, from Walton’s insights we might draw the conclusion 

159 | Ibid., p. 41.

160 | Walton, “Transparent Pictures”, pp. 85-87.

161 | Ibid.
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that maximum transparency in the painting can lead to immersive 
visual experience, on the condition that the technique of visualization 
by which this is achieved enables pictorial truth in which it is possible 
to believe (and not be imagined, as in painting). The transparency of 
photography is just one, in truth very small but historically verified, step 
in the direction of media strategies of transparency that today can be 
seen in ever greater dimensions on TV screens, the huge IMAX cinema 
screens, 3D technologies, VR headsets and so on. In the book Virtual Art. 
From Illusion to Immersion, Oliver Grau showed that a kind of “poetics of 
transparency” has always been present in the pictorial representations 
of Western art and has depended on both the scopic regimes current 
in individual periods and on the technologies of visualization available. 

We might therefore look today at the modernist revolution of the 
second half of the 19th century and the abstract art that stemmed 
from it more as a conflict with the poetics of transparency than 
as a conflict with the tradition of realism. I derive this conclusion 
from the conviction that pictorial immersion, i.e. the merging of 
pictorial experience with reality, is part of the historical process of 
the teleology of representation – the human need to produce images 
that will describe, replace or amend reality. The second paradox of 
the transparency principle, then, consists of those depictions that 
have most managed to get away from the “image of reality” having, 
in an ontological sense, come closest to the “true image” – obviously, 
this is a matter of radically non-transparent paintings of abstract art. 

The division of images according to transparency is aimed at the 
introduction of a multidisciplinary criterion capable of approaching 
images from the position of their attitudes to the reality of the techno-
sphere, and not, as was the case in traditional visual disciplines, 
from the position of attitudes to the concept or idea of reality. This 
is a crucial turn that above all takes into consideration that there is 
no longer one reality which is capable of being perfectly simulated 
using some exceptional painting skill or highly precise technology of 
reproduction. It is about the classical Renaissance ideal of painterly 
transparency not only getting into the area of technical reproducibility, 
as Walter Benjamin already observed in his celebrated essay, but above 
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all today about the technological generativity of the digital code, i.e. 
of the picture becoming an immaterial visual phenomenon. Abstract 
art, as we saw in the thesis of Martin Seel, looks after the material 
experience and opacity of the painting as iconic difference, while 
digital technology plunges us into areas of simulation that undoubtedly 
provide some kind of synaesthetic total experience of visuality – but 
of visuality that is no longer an image.

4.2.3. Mediality : Material, imaginary and virtual images

When we speak of the division of the image from a medial ground 
one should remark right at the beginning that this is not a division 
according to the traditional kinds of media carriers, like graphic 
prints, photographic negatives and positives, newsprints, screenings 
and so on; rather, it is about tangibility as categories of material and 
non-material appearing. Primarily I am referring here to the classic 
Mitchell division: the concept of picture that unites material, solid or 
three-dimensional objects in which one of the surfaces serves as the 
vehicle of the visual information; and the concept of image, which 
relates to non-material, purely optical visual sensations present in 
the human mind in the neuro-cognitive form of mental awareness 
or non-material pictorial experience. Finally, I am thinking that 
one should add to Mitchell’s division a third medial ground that is 
neither generated by indexation (leaving a trace) on some material 
support nor is a purely mental picture, but depends above all on 
electronic impulses – the kind of picture that Friedrich Kittler calls 
the “calculated image”, that is, the digital file of virtual image.162

Why would I think that the theory of pictorial appearing has to be 
aware of this radically simplified division of the medial grounds of the 
image? Put another way, why would I think that it is more important 
for contemporary interdisciplinary picture theory, for example, to 

162 | On the calculated image see the text of Friedrich Kittler, “Schrift und Zahl 

– Die Geschichte des errechneten Bildes”, in Christa Maar und Hubert Burda 

(eds.), Iconic Turn. Die neue Macht der Bilder, Cologne: DuMont, pp. 186-203.
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notice the difference in medial ground between the mechanical and 
the digital picture, or the mental and the hologram image on the one 
hand, rather than between the graphic print and the oil painting on 
the other? The first part of the answer to this question is simple: above 
all because the theory of pictorial appearing as conceived here deals 
with the ontological issues of images and not with their artistic value 
or social function. The mediality of the image is connected with its 
origin as a visual phenomenon, and not with its value as a signifier or 
with theories of identity, like semiotics, in history or gender studies. 
The second half of the answer is less connected with the academic 
disciplines mentioned and their criteria and so is more theoretically 
specific. In the theory of pictorial appearing, that is, as well as the other 
criteria that I list (temporality, transparency and referentiality), it is 
necessary to define more precisely the manner in which images arrive 
in the world, how they appear to us and what makes them possible. As 
we saw earlier, Martin Seel is fully aware that it is necessary to look 
at the problems of meaning, value and identity, however important 
they were in and of themselves in Western art history, not as values in 
relation to some aesthetic ideal, as is the case in traditional disciplines, 
but rather in that aesthetic value always needs re-constituting in the 
space that is opened up between appearance and appearing. Let us 
recall: in Seel, appearance is the universal factuality of some object, 
while appearing is an aesthetic operation that depends on the specific 
momentary relation of one and the other.

Pictorial appearing itself is freed of this relationship simply because 
we are here – as already stated – not interested in the aesthetic and 
value components of the image, rather the way we see it, or the way it 
appears to us. This problem can be more successfully analyzed with 
the use of one more exclusive theory, that which deliberately leaves out 
the aesthetic component of the image – meaning the “logic of iconic 
structures” of Dieter Mersch. Very clearly following the footsteps of 
the iconic difference concept, Mersch goes much deeper than Boehm 
himself even into the problem area of pictorial experience and creates 
out of the concept of iconic difference a much more useful theoretical 
tool. Mersch presents iconic difference as a kind of “medial philosophy 
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of the picture” and says that the mediality of the picture cannot be 
derived from its structures of representation or from a symbolic or 
hermeneutic reading of it. Each of these dominant models obscures 
its specific pictorial ontology. It is necessary, above all, to devise and 
create an awareness of models that distinguish the pictorial from the 
non-pictorial, and not one meaning from another meaning. Most 
images will create a specific problem here, for by what they show they 
will draw us into them and in this way divert our attention from their 
pure media ground. Mersch thinks that the solution to this problem is 
not in the image but in the gaze: only the specific logic of the gaze can 
make a difference between picture as picture and picture as thing: “a 
gaping difference exists between pictoriality and the creation of visibility, 
which nonetheless remains invisible”.163 In other words, the image can 
be constituted in a kind of “cut” or “border”; this border, indeed, is not 
made visible by itself, but only by the gaze of the beholder, since iconic 
difference cannot become visible on or inside the picture. If the iconic 
difference, as a fundamental phenomenological property of the image, 
is not visible then it means that the image is not visible per se but only as 
a multiple relationship of the possibilities of the gaze, the temporality, 
transparency, mediality and referentiality of pictorial surfaces.

For the theory of pictorial appearing, and particularly for the cate-
gory of mediality, this is especially important and so we shall attend to 
it a little more. Mersch correctly states that the special mediality of the 
image cannot be reduced to a grammatical or rhetorical mode and so 
semiotics, hermeneutics and iconology all essentially and disciplinarily 
miss what should be addressed as the medial in the image. One of the 
most egregious examples of this is, according to Mersch, the figure of 
ekphrasis, which only emphasizes the incommensurability of image 
and text, and in this way or a priori guarantees failure in the linguistic 
presentation of the visual or, through a discursive analysis of the 
image, turns visual mediality into the incommensurable experience 

163 | Dieter Mersch, “Pictorial Thinking: On the ‘Logic’ of Iconic Structures”, 

in Žarko Paić and Krešimir Purgar (eds.), Theorizing Images, op. cit., pp. 162-

183 (163).
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of text.164 However, after we have rejected ekphrasis, hermeneutics or 
traditional iconology, we have still not answered the question of what 
actually defines the mediality of the image. In my opinion it is possible 
to answer this question only if we understand mediality as just one 
of four categories that in their specific interrelationship create the 
whole ontology of the image or picture. As Mersch very reasonably 
observes, we cannot discuss mediality in the context of meaning and 
that is why every theory of the image should draw attention to this in 
its classification system. Bearing this out is the earlier mentioned claim 
of Seel that abstract paintings are paradigmatic pictures because they 
do not represent anything. However, when this – actually otherwise 
acceptable – statement is made in this way, it turns out that one is the 
condition of the other, or, that some picture is paradigmatic precisely 
because it is abstract. In this place I would propose a different causality: 
the abstract picture is the paradigmatic picture because in the abstract 
picture there is the deepest cut between its medial ground on the one 
hand and referentiality on the other. Or as Dieter Mersch would say, 
because in the case of such a kind of picture the most visible is “a series 
of fissures” between image and gaze; in other words, in the perception 
of the abstract picture a whole series of “differences, aporias and 
chiasmas which evoke varied series of ‘perforations’ occurs, and the 
task of the philosophy of the pictorial that is based on the gaze has to be 
committed to reconstructing the mediality of the image and the specific 
scopophilia it evokes from this inherent system of differences”.165

A special task of the theory of pictorial appearing is to differentiate 
the categories of appearing in a satisfactory manner, for as we have 
seen it is not enough just to distinguish the medial and the semiotic/
iconological – they have to be put into a sustainable relationship. 
The “purely” iconic will never exist independently of other kinds of 
appearing and so the theory of the image above all has to take into 
account the modalities of separation and the potential linking of 
apparently incompatible ontological categories. This separation is 

164 | Ibid., p. 143.

165 | Ibid.
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suggested to us primarily by phenomenology and Husserl’s concept of 
intentionality, but also by Mitchell’s division into visible and invisible 
pictures/images, to which we must certainly add a whole string of 
theoreticians of the technosphere, including Benjamin, Kittler, Bolter, 
Grusin, Manovich, Massumi and Paić. The digital or the virtual image 
is the third media ground that, in a theoretical sense, is still largely a 
tabula rasa in image theory. 

4.2.4. Referentiality : Non-referential/self-referential,  
 referential, inter-referential, multi-referential   
 and meta-referential images

The fourth fundamental term in pictorial appearing is referentiality. 
This concept is similar to the terminological set used by traditional 
visual history and visual theory disciplines such as art history, icono-
graphy, hermeneutics and semiotics. In addition, referentiality is 
still people’s most direct way of being in contact with a picture, or at 
least a way that in everyday communication each one of us is most 
aware. While temporality, transparency and mediality are primarily 
concepts useful for aims of the reflexive activity of theory, i.e. while 
the role of these concepts can in its entirety be understood as a kind 
of splitting of theory from the content of the image, the concept 
of referentiality in this division lets us encompass the image as an 
instrumental medium with pronounced functions of communication, 
discourse and narrative. The reasons for the theoretical consideration 
of the diverse functions of images in this context need explaining at 
once. Of all the arguments given to date it should become clear that 
inside the theory of pictorial appearing, the instrumentality of the 
image is not foregrounded; previously, the problem of function would 
necessarily take us back again to the essentialist and subjectivist 
features of images (as discussed at the very beginning of this book). 
However, the instrumentality of images cannot be dismissed in an 
ontological analysis like ours because the ultimate object of this 
theory is to show that the instrumentality of images, or their “lives” 
as objects of communication, is actually the consequence of three 
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modalities of appearing that precede the referential functions of 
pictorial communication, that is, which essentially determine how 
images will be looked at and understood.

It is possible to set up various categories of referentiality only 
if we also have in mind the classical Aristotelian tradition of the 
imitation of nature as a source of sensory pleasure as well as (the 
now equally classical) semiotic tradition. This latter covers, among 
other things, de Saussure’s concept of sign and referent, Barthes’ 
interpretation of denotation, connotation and mythologization, and the 
semiosphere of Yuri Lotman and the concepts that have been derived 
from it like Eco’s interpretation of semiosis that later developed into 
Eco’s particular criticism of semiotic inscription of meaning into the 
work – overinterpretation (sovrainterpretazione). However, the great 
semiotic tradition is not there for us to set up within what is primarily a 
phenomenological theory of pictorial appearing some counter-method 
of sign and meaning, rather it is necessary for us simply because signi-
fying (or the deliberate absence of it) is the everyday practice of visual 
communication. Both these arguments are a reason why our ontology 
of pictorial appearing cannot deal with the issues of what is represented, 
or why, but of how this is done and what the effects of referentiality for 
the concept of pictorial appearing itself are. The semiotic construction 
of the sign and the enchaining of meanings (which we can call semiosis 
or mythologization, depending on the source) is a suitable model for the 
understanding of referential appearing because it shares with it the idea 
according to which one visual utterance is always related to a second, 
that is, the next utterance is created as a function of its predecessor or 
in reference to its predecessor. If we set off from referentiality as the 
degree zero of pictorial meaning, then each subsequent category of 
referentiality is established in some relation to this degree zero, which 
we can call the original meaning. Every other, every derived image that 
refers to the original image in some way contains its predecessor, i.e. 
refers to it. The only exception to this rule lies in non-referential or 
self-referential images, but this will be discussed below.

If we get away from de Saussure’s concept of the signifier, signified 
and sign, and think of the sign not as an arbitrary but as a motivated 
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point of referentiality (as proposed by Barthes’ concept of the myth 
and Eco’s semiosis), then the iconic sign can be anything that in 
sufficient measure recalls or refers to some extra-pictorial reality: 
photographs, printed matter, pictures on the screen – in a word, 
pictures of very diverse genres and media grounds. In the modality 
of pictorial referentiality the smallest unit of meaning is that within 
which we recognize some completed relation or reference to reality, 
and this relation in practice is most often set up with individual 
(artistic) images, film sequences or a photographic snapshot. These 
are referential images, and from them the chain of semiosis (or the 
mythologization of meaning) starts off; these images then get into 
more complex relations, commenting on and invoking the initial 
pictorial reference. We can best understand this if we make use of 
the example of some actual pictures and compare and contrast them 
with other pictures that might stem from or be derived from them. 

15. Joe Rosenthal (Associated Press), Raising the Flag on Iwo Jima, 
photograph taken on February 23, 1945
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A photograph of Joe Rosenthal shot in 1945 on Iwo Jima became an 
iconic sign of the victory of the American army in the war in the Pacific 
(Fig. 15). Over the years it became much more than its instrumental 
function tells us, i.e. it became much more than a pictorial reference 
to the event it shows – the placing of the American flag. However, the 
original or “zero” meaning in the semiotic chain has to be reduced 
to mere referentiality, for no other meaning could have arisen if this 
first photographic snapshot, which meant at the moment it was taken 
only what it shows, had not been recorded. 

On the other hand, an advertising photograph created in 1990 for 
H.I.S Jeans does not just show boys and girls lifting the American 
flag, but very obviously gets into a dialogue with the mythic meaning 
of Rosenthal’s photograph taken a few decades earlier (Fig. 16). The 
ad’s photograph is, undoubtedly, referential, but it is also, and much 
more so, inter-referential, for it takes much more of its meaning from 
the mythic position of Rosenthal’s photograph than from its own 
referentiality, which is based on a mimetic depiction of four youngsters 
raising the American flag. Its own referentiality, then, is there only for 
it to take up the thread from some other, previous meaning. At this 
moment, the motif of raising the American flag has already got into a 
multi-referential field in which the original (Rosenthal) sign of heroism 
and the ironical advertisement of heroism open up a space in which 
each subsequent reference to the original or the ironical picture are 
interwoven and get “out of control”. An example of the multi-referential 
image is the photograph of Thomas Franklin taken on September 
11, 2001, of the ruins of the New York Twin Towers, showing three 
firemen putting up the American flag in the manner of the American 
soldiers on Iwo Jima, but also in the manner of the carefree youngsters 
in the jeans ad (Fig. 17). To which of these two photographs does 
Franklin’s snapshot of the firemen refer? The original sign of heroism 
or the ironical persiflage intending to call into question the myth of 
American invincibility? Although Franklin’s was probably triggered 
by an inter-reference to Rosenthal’s iconic work, a photograph in the 
open sphere of culture necessarily refers to both predecessors, for its 
meaning cannot avoid semiotic chaining in any direction whatsoever. 
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And so this is a multi-referential picture. Multi-referentiality is a 
much more complex form of pictorial interrelations, for it not only 
includes an invocation of a vast mass of iconographic sources, but also 
because in this process it is not possible to exclude the action of quite 
often opposed ideological discourses, which also make up part of the 
referential scope of the image.

Meta-referential images are what W.J.T. Mitchell calls metapictures: 
pictures that refer to themselves, that is, to several levels of their own 
ontological position: 1) they reveal the way in which they are made or to 
the mechanism of the production of pictorial meaning in general; 2) they 
depict a kind of “theory of images” without getting outside their own 

16. Raising the Flag on Iwo Jima, advertisement for H.I.S. brand of 
jeans, 1990
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17. Thomas E. Franklin, A photograph of three firefighters raising 
the American flag on the pile of wreckage of the World Trade Center 
on September 11, 2001; 9/11 Memorial & Museum, New York, USA
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pictorial medium, i.e. they raise the question of whether it is possible 
to speak about images without ekphrasis, without language as verbal 
substitute; and 3) they reveal the essential pictorial nature: the image, 
to be able to function at all as a medium of communication, cannot 
be equated with reality, and not with itself either.166 Mitchell’s concept 
of the metapicture (or pictorial meta-referentiality in our case) raises 
in principle the question of whether images can discuss themselves, 
instead of having the traditional disciplines of iconology and semiotics 
do it for them. When pictures are directed toward themselves and when 
they reveal the models of production of all other images, they become 
subversive mechanisms that uncover institutions and the discursive 
production of power. One of the best known examples of such a kind 
of painting is Diego Velázquez’s Las Meninas, which, with a complex 
system of inter-, multi- and meta-referentiality, tests out the status of the 
iconic in general as a mechanism of the political production of power. 

It is interesting that Mitchell should say that metapictures are at 
the same time both radically self-directed, i.e. they create their own 
inter-pictorial theory of the image, and also intertextual, that is, they 
create meaning by being enchained with other pictorial utterances 
that co-exist in parallel within the visual culture of some community 
or historical period. If we take into consideration Mitchell’s reasoning 
and his concept of referentiality that I am endeavoring to defend here, 
it follows that metapictures, or meta-referential pictures, go back to 
the very beginning of pictorial referentiality, i.e. to self-referentiality, 
or the radical orientation of the images to themselves. Paradoxically, 
images that are most oriented to themselves, as we saw above in the 
case of Seel, are those that refer to nothing except themselves, that is, 
pictures of abstract art. I think that we might approach this paradox in 
the following way: non-referential or self-referential images on the one 
hand and meta-referential on the other only confirm in different ways 
the same basic pictorial ontology that Boehm calls iconic difference. 
Both kinds of images ultimately reveal their position of otherness as 

166 | For more detail about this see Mitchell’s article “Metapictures” in Mitchell, 

Picture Theory, op. cit.
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compared to extra-pictorial reality: the first does this by emphasizing 
the differences between image and world, and the other by a radical 
deconstruction of the way in which it is culturally produced (Fig. 18). 

Every picture that appears in some referential modality – irrespec-
tive of whether it relates to something outside itself (referentiality) or is 
related only to itself (non-referentiality and self-referentiality) – can in 
principle possess only the two earlier mentioned temporal modalities: 
representationality and simultaneity. In a pictorial-ontological sense 
it is irrelevant whether we are looking at a direct transmission (iconic 
simultaneity) of a picture that represents something or reminds us of 
something (referential) or whether we are looking at non-referential, 
i.e. abstract, images (for example, when in a live broadcast of the 
opening of an exhibition we look close up at some abstract picture). 
This latter picture would be simultaneous and non-referential. How-
ever, we cannot term pictorial experience as the rather improbable, if 
possible, situation in which in front of two computer screens with web 
cameras turned on there are two non-referential pictures “looking” 
at each other. This hypothetical situation confirms that the effect of 
referentiality is independent of the effect of temporality, but only if 

18. A scheme of the Modalities of Pictorial Appearing – Fundamental 
concepts
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the condition that Husserl calls “image consciousness” is satisfied. 
In other words, an image, in order to appear at all, irrespective of the 
degree of its own referentiality, has to be “produced” by the gaze. The 
need for pictorial consciousness to exist tells us that this fundamental 
phenomenological insight sets up a border behind which perception 
of the image is no longer possible. 

On the other hand, although we have seen that an image does 
not exist without the intentional consciousness (of the observer) that 
produces it, Sartre says that these two – perception and the image – are 
not one and the same. From this it derives that what makes the act of 
perception inseparable from the object of perception is precisely the 
product of consciousness that agrees to the cognitive convention that 
Sartre calls “the illusion of immanence”.167 The illusion of immanence 
is necessary in a communication system in which consciousness 
operates at a level different from that of physical objects, even when 
these objects are in a certain way incorporated into consciousness and 
constitute a continuum with it. The illusion of immanence enables 
the continuum not to be revealed, enables the images to be received 
as if they were what they show, although they are not what they show, 
but are simply images.168

167 | See Jean-Paul Sartre, The Imaginary. A Phenomenological Psychology 

of the Imagination, London: Routledge, 2004 [1940], p. 12; then John Lechte, 

“Some Fallacies and Truths Concerning the Image in Old and New Media”, 

Journal of Visual Culture, Vol. 10, No. 3, 2011, pp. 357-358; and also Krešimir 

Purgar, “What is not an image (anymore)?”, op. cit., pp. 166-167.

168 | Sartre, op. cit., p. 6.
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