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Notes for a Post-Human Human Vision

by Domenico Quaranta

“Over the last decade or so...human visual culture has become a special case of vision, an exception to the rule. The
overwhelming majority of images are now made by machines for other machines, with humans rarely in the Ioop,”'I
artist Trevor Paglen wrote in 2016. Paglen’s statement doesn’t apply just to machine vision imagery and datasets:
any born-digital or digitized image may or may not be seen by human eyes, but would always be seen by a number
of machines— the device taking it, the computer we use to archive or edit it, the server where we upload it, and the
number of algorithms active at any of these levels.

Machines not only see images, they also turn them “operational.” According to Harun Farocki, “operational images”
are images “not meant to inform the public or instruct people,”2 but to make something. Images taken by
surveillance cameras, or by self-driving cars, are natively operational, but virtually any image gets, by default,
“operationalized” at the very moment in which it goes under the gaze of a machine.

In short, with the development of machine vision, visual culture has become a contested territory, and the human
gaze and intelligence have become the minority group. Being aware of this ongoing process is crucial if we want to
preserve what’s inherently human in the act of making, seeing, and interpreting images; if we want to keep hold of
the field of vision. What’s at stake is not only the freedom of images—their existence outside of a given function,
be it improving our user profile in order to sell us something, allowing other users to tag us in their pictures, training
a machine to distinguish between a leaf and a flower, helping the security apparatus to identify a criminal, or the
military to bomb a given spot. What’s at stake is also images’ irreducibility to a list of tags or a set of parameters,
their ability to be something more than what they represent. What’s at stake is the very existence of human vision.
How long will we be able to see and understand images in ways different from those of the machines we trained to
see? Will images keep existing as a layered, ambiguous yet extremely rich and powerful, instrument of
communication between humans that nobody and nothing else can master and understand as we do?

If, according to Paglen, in order to understand machine vision we have to unlearn how to see like humans, this very
unlearning only makes sense as the foundation of a recovery, and an improvement, of human vision. How can we do
it? No image can escape the gaze of the machine; but images can resist it. They can do it by physically or digitally
incorporating features that defy, at least by now, machine vision; by featuring ambiguities and nuances that defy,
at least by now, machine intelligence. But more importantly, they can do it by displaying an emotional and semiotic
complexity, an “infra-thin” dimension that may only be captured and understood by humans.

Yet, in order to resist the gaze of the machine, images have to be crafted with this purpose in mind. Now more than
ever, our visual vocabulary and its syntactic structure needs to be improved and turned into an encrypted code
whose key cannot be attained by anything inhuman. This bestows image makers, and more specifically visual
artists, with an extraordinary level of responsibility as the caretakers of human-readable visual language.

For Your Eyes Only is a curatorial concept that aims to stimulate a conversation with contemporary artists about
the future of human visual culture, and to investigate how they are working, in different ways, on the development
of a visual language capable to resist the machine gaze and its implications, and to improve human visual
communication—a post-Al, posthuman human vision. The exhibition includes images of diverse nature and origin,
submitted as answers to the questions raised in this text. And yet, images can be used like words, but they are not
words. They can be paraphrased, explained, and described, but no description will ever exhaust them. They can be
used like answers, but they are rather proofs. They have been sent by a human to another human, each of them
carrying much more than what | asked for. They are not delivering an answer, they are the answer. Try to read
them, and you’ll soon find out that they have as many readings as readers. Enjoy, they’re for your eyes only.

1. Trevor Paglen, “Invisible Images (Your Pictures Are Looking at You)”, in The New Inquiry, December 8, 2016.
2. Chris Darke, “Images under the lens: A Conversation with essay film-maker Harun Farocki”, in Vertigo Magazine,
vol. 2, Issue 5, Summer 2003.

smoking-vase-1

Like the webcam videos Cortright has been working on since 2007, “smoking-vase-1* was filmed with no post


https://thenewinquiry.com/invisible-images-your-pictures-are-looking-at-you/
https://www.closeupfilmcentre.com/vertigo_magazine/volume-2-issue-5-summer-2003/mass-distraction

production, just live use of standard webcam software. Similar to Instagram or Snapchat videos, the effects are
part of the original recording, but by contrast, “smoking-vase-1” is not part of a networked system designed for
data mining and facial recognition. The looping animation is slow, simple, and with a focus on beauty, which led
Cortright to her choice of subject as well as the obsolete filter. To shoot “smoking-vase-1,” Cortright used an old
2014 Mac 0S, which gives the image a vintage flavor. A favorite subject of her digital paintings, flowers are featured
here as a fragile metaphor of time passing, of a relationship between the real and digital sphere that is ever
evolving, never the same.
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