Using at least 3 examples, consider how image makers have utilised digital technology to explore one of the following: Conflict, Identity, the Surveillance State, the Technological World?
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The technological world is advancing at what some may say a dangerous rate. From social media to virtual reality, artificial inteligence, home and portable assistances like Siri and Alexa and the abundance of fake news on the internet. These are only a few examples of the worrying existing and potential developments technology is having on our society. Social media began as a tool to bring people together, it has now turned into the opposite in many ways. It has transformed from once being an innocent way to connect with people into a fake space full of untrue perfected profiles. Studies have shown that social media has mainly a negative effect on young people, seeing constant unrealistic, perfect versions of peoples lives is only going to drive mental health issues like depression and anxiety. Not to mention the other bad attributes it can cause like lack of sleep, lowering our attention spans, increased bullying, stress, constant distraction, addiction and I could list more. People these days have to create a brand of themselves, a virtual version of how they want to be perceived rather than their true selves. Is there any good to social media at all? I don’t know if I can answer that. It can be a way of sharing information but then that brings me to my next point, how the technological world is misleading. The mass of fake news on the internet is extremely vast, it is not rare that people write news articles that are more based on their opinion than actual facts. This alone is very dangerous and exists not only on the internet but on TV also. In many ways, I feel that our idea of ‘news’ has evolved from caring about real life issues into more of a concern for drama amongst celebrities. I can only imagine that this ties in with our addictions to our phones and how we crave constantly for distraction from reality. 

So is technology to blame or is it our own fault for falling for it or even the creators of it? It comes as no surprise that software and program engineers of digital technologies use phycological techniques to make their users addicted. Statistically, we now spend eleven hours per day consuming and interacting with digital media in some way or another. This has risen in the past four years from nine hours. At the moment it is estimated that the average person will spend over five years of their life on social media alone. These are scary statistics, especially when comparing it to the figures that show we only spend one year and three months physically engaging with friends and family in real life. As this is the first time ever humans have been able to engage with technology at this level, which also keeps gaining, it is unclear in many ways how this is and will affect us. Most people can’t wake up without checking their phones and social media, often myself being one of them. If we don’t have social media it can feel as though we are missing out, however, surely it is the exact opposite. Many artists have explored these ideas and concepts. In particular is an artist, photographer, Mishka Henner who has done a great amount of work on the technological world. His work both intentionally and sometimes unintentionally brings the advantages and problems of technology to the surface. Henner works with digital technology whilst simultaneously exploring it. One project, in particular, was a project called No Man's Land where he uses the computer program, Google Earth street view in order to capture images of female, sex workers on the outskirts of large European countries like Spain and Italy. Not once did Henner visit these locations himself, he simply used the power of technology to visit the locations virtually and then even to capture images. Even though these images were taken by a Google van camera, Henner has found landscapes that are very well composed. He has edited them slightly to remove the Google logo, coding in the image and tweaked the colour/exposure of the images so that they appear more like photographs taken by a hand-held camera. This being said, if you analyse the images there is still a slight distortion to them from the original Google camera. However, I personally love that element to them as it’s a reminder that it’s a virtual perspective, not a real one. Virtual reality and artificial intelligence are advancing rapidly and many scientists and engineers like Elon Musk have shown concern for this. Mishka Henner’s project reveals a worrying topic of how technology allows us to never have to leave our homes, not even to travel and see new places in this case. As well as this I feel the photos delve into the idea of privacy as the sex workers in the images all have blurred faces. In this instant, Henner’s photos do not expose the identity of the women and the blur over the faces make the photos seem extraordinary. I wonder if this is because we’re so used to seeing thousands, if not more, faces every day whilst scrolling through social media. Privacy seems to be a thing many people are not concerned about anymore as they tend to plaster their lives all over Facebook and Instagram. So to see faceless bodies on a digital image is quite surreal. 

Another artist photographer who uses existing photographic material is Joachim Schmid. Schmid finds existing images rather than creating his own and creates whole books based on one theme that hundreds of other people have documented. What is interesting about his work, in particular, is that he started this way of working by finding physical images in flea markets. He would have to sift and rummage through tons of photo albums to find the images he wanted. Whilst this way of working was very unique and I expect rewarding once finding the image he wanted after searching for hours on end, the invention of the internet has influenced Schmid’s work dramatically. As once before it would take so long to find a collection of sunsets for example, now it is just a Google search away and an abundance of images will arise. As humans, we tend to have a general universal idea of beauty and a code for what we perceive as interesting. This is so apparent when we look at what people post online, especially photos that people post. Now days nearly everyone has a smartphone with a camera on it and most of those people will have a photosharing social media like Instagram, Facebook, Snapchat, Flickr, just to name a few. These two technological features allow people to constantly share their lives and interests. If you search for the hashtag ‘sun’ on Instagram, 209 million images come up. Not only this but in 2017 alone 1.2 trillion photos were taken. This technology now allows Joachim Schmid to easily create work based on other peoples same experiences. Not only this but this way of working digitally compared to how he used to work by finding physical images, creates a whole new layer and concept to his projects. Just like Mishka Henner, Schmid tackles issues like privacy and the need and pressure to post about our lives on the internet. Schmid’s work also brings to light the amount of content we post as a society and how back when people would use analogue cameras to take photos, they would never waste their film to document their food or the same generic posed selfie. Schmid’s work highlights the dramatic growth in technology over the past few decades and it is only getting bigger. 

David Horvitz, an artist who created a project called mood disorder where he took an image of himself with his head in his hands, he describes the image as a “stock looking image” of someone with depression. Horvitz then uploaded that image to Wikipedia's page for the title “Mood Disorder”, it then became a copyright free image. After a few weeks, he searched for the image and discovered it had been used for a load of articles talking about mental health. Horvitz then gathered the articles and created a book full of them. This project is an example of the footprint we leave when posting things online. This is usually forgotten about and many do not consider the fact that what they post will remain online forever in some way or another, whether they delete it or not. This comes with a lot of consequences and highlights why we should be careful about what we share with the internet world. Many people have faced hard consequences due to their carelessness online like losing their jobs, bullying, loss of privacy and sometimes even trouble with the law. Horvitz’s work is a reminder for us to think twice before posting our lives on the internet. Similarly, with Joachim Schmid’s work, Horvitz also explores copyright laws. Copyright is an exclusive and assignable legal right for someone who makes a form of media and they do not want anyone else to reuse it for beneficial purposes. By Horvitz posting an image online with the sole purpose of it to float around freely it explores how non-copyrighted materials get used. 

These three artists influenced me to create a project exploring the way in which I can use the rapidly advancing technological world to make art. My main influence was Mishka Henner’s project, No Man's Land. Where I collected personal images I had taken outside and then layered a screenshot from Street View on Google Earth of the same location that is in my personal images. I then created negatives of these images and developed them in the darkroom to create black and white prints. The final prints turned out rather ghostly as it’s unclear which layer is real. The black and white emphasised this and by taking the colour away and developing the images, I removed a sense of time. This explored the idea that our reality is slowly morphing into a digital/virtual one and the issues I have with that. Putting all of the health issues virtual reality creates aside, I still don’t think it should ever compare to actual reality however it seems as though with the growth and take over of the technological world this is inevitably going to happen at some point. This, however, is just a theory and I could be wrong and us humans could get our morals together and realise that an artificial digital world is not healthy.

I find the ways in which the three artists I talk about in this essay use the technological world as an inspiration to create work to be very interesting and important. The ways that they have used technology to create work about technology is enjoyable to me and I think it is important to reflect on in terms of how that technology will advance in the future. It is very likely that artificial intelligence will become more and more capable which will be interesting and possibly worrying in times to come. Mishka Henner, Joachim Schmid and David Horvitz are artists that have only touched on the capability of the technological world however I find their work to be very relevant for where we are digitally right now. The fact that Mishka Henner and Joachim Schmid don’t need to even capture their own images to create projects and instead can use the extensive collection the internet already has, is quite surreal. Mishka Henner, however, goes that one step further again compared to Schmid by using a computer program to utilize his own photos. These artists are definitely not taking these technological facilities for granted. Even though I have some negative thoughts and opinions on a lot of technology, more specifically the internet, I can not deny the great capabilities it holds and I think it can be a great tool. These artists have definitely explored some of the capabilities the ever-expanding technological world holds. 
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