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The Spaces of Distraction 

Sumitomo Fumihiko · 

The View from a Shifting Window 

Is it possible today to imagine a world without photography? 

Photography has infiltrated our society so thoroughly that we do 

not think consciously about all the places where photographs exist 

in everyday life, and it is not easy to imagine their absence. 

Photographs proliferate anywhere and everywhere: in newspaper 

and magazine articles, labels on cans, evidence for crime scenes, 

comparative materials for the study of art history, and data for 

scientific research, not to mention vacation photographs 

containing family and friends or the images on ide'ntification cards. 

Photographs have undoubtedly brought great convenience to 

our contemporary lives. If the experience of perceiving something 

has changed decisively through photography, which function of 

photography is most responsible? It is probably the use of 

photography to provide undoubted proof of events that happened 

in the past or in faraway places. It appears that the role of 

providing physical evidence that something once existed is more 

important than that of showing what something is. Since the birth 

of photography, there has been a surge of information that is 

assumed to be proved because events appearing on photographic 

paper are facts that should be believed because they are traces of 

physical matter. The evidence offered by photography, a result of 

the incredible development of scientific and military technology 

since the nineteenth century, has become indispensable. 

In spite of this, it seems that the people of the nineteenth 

century did not accept this belief in photography easily. At a time 

when it was difficult for photography to capture objects in motion, 

the most common photographic subject was the portrait. There 

were many people did not want to .use photog'raphy as a straight 

recording device, and it was common practice to retouch the 

images to make them more attractive or imposing. People could 

not bear to look at their own bodies just as they were. There was a 

gap here between the advent of a new medium and the response to 

it. Photography also provided clear images of faraway places and 

the past; places where it was impossible for people to go. In an age 

when such things could only be known throu ·gh travelers' tales or 

written descriptions, it became possible to see distant images with 

a detail that was beyond the limitations of the imagination, as if 

one could hold them in one's hand. It became possible to know by 

direct experience, no matter how obvious, that the world exists 

without you. People were able to have two extreme experiences, to 

perceive their own bodies as things that are almost invisible even 

though they are closer to them than anything else and perceiving 

objects that were difficult to accept as real because they were far 

away in space or time, bringing these perceptions together 

simultaneously on the same plane. These experiences were 

highly disturbing to the previous order of stable perceptions. 

The stable order of consciousness in Western society was 

maintained by perspective space, in which the human observer 

stands at the vanishing point. Renaissance painting attempted to 

reproduce the world based on this method of cognition, and Leon 

Battista Alberti called painting a "window" for viewing the world. 

The interface of this "window" provides people with a frame of 

cognition, forming a rational space seen from a single fixed point 

and banishing things to the periphery of perception that cannot be 

seen clearly because they are in the shadows, folded or 

overlapping, moving, changing, or existing outside the window. 

This method of transforming a three-dimensional world with depth 

into a two-dimensional plane still defines our mode of cognition . . 

The movie screen and the television screen still have a form 

resembling a window, and one form of data on the computer screen 

is also called a "window." There is no fundamental reason why an 

interface in the form of a window should be used for digitali _zed 

information. 

Just as people in the past felt there was something odd about 

their own portrait, people now have difficulty adapting their 

sensibility to the information created by the new technology. In 

many cases, we use behavior learned through contact with the 

media of the past to deal w_ith the new digital media that have been 

inundating our society since 1990. 

Seeing the Invisible 

In the 1930s, Western nations developed the basic technology 

of radar, and it was first practically applied during the Second 

World War. Radar is a deyice that gives knowledge of the position 

of monitored objects in real time. Radar signals are not just traces 

of events but actual events that move at the same time as the real 

object and change from moment to moment. Radar cannot be 

used to observe and compare the flashing signal and the actual 

object simultaneously. It is impossible to show that it is an event 

that is actually occurring, so it is necessary to suppose that it is 
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based on external factors. The information created by the 

computer that we see on a daily basis today is a trace-less image 

of this ·same kind. 

Let us look at some specific and familiar examples. When 

browsing the web, ·we immediately fall into the illusion of being 

able to access any sort of information. However, the validity .of the 

information at some of the websites we find may be doubtful since 

all kinds of anonymous individuals with a minimum of capital and 

power have an equal ability to transmit information. Therefore, we 

feel a need to base our trust on external factors such as the size of 

a company's building or whether the information has also 

appeared in a newspaper. From another perspective, the computer 

provides greater possibilities for individual judgment of what is 

truly necessary for oneself and what i.nformation is trustworthy as 

you sort through the reams of garbage . 

According to Lev Manovic, in The Language af New Media, the 

computer, which has made it possible for ordinary people to 

create, report, and circulate their creative expressions, has a great 

potential for disturbing the existing order of society because it is 

capable of becoming an open source. A source that is no longer 

limited to particular organizations, nations, or professions has the 

potential to break down the existing hierarchy of cognition. By 

making the unseen things clear, software has been developed that 

with applications that are·more effective and more suited to the 

individual needs of larger numbers of people rather than particular 

companies or organizations. Photography provides ordinary 

people, who are unable to .depict the world in painting, with a 

means of representation. Huge sto.res of images produced in this 

way exist in many places. There is a growing interest in finding 

ways to use such image archives rather than checking the name of 

the photographer and the intention behind each photograph as 

one observes them. We have already been trained for the new 

media through photography, although it is thought to be a medium 

of the past. As long as the photographic images are not 

accompanied by explanations, what they show may not be obvious 

beca1,Jse a single photograph has many different aspects. Is the 

image a woman with a drooping posture sitting on a chair, a pieoe 

of clothing, a scene from a tragedy, or perhaps a strange wall 

decoration? While many highly qetailed bits of information are 

being given to the viewer, they await interpretation. At times, a 

familiar, well-known landscape may appear uncanny to us. Silent 

things begin speaking. Things that we think we have been look at 

return our gaze. Nature _is not ordered through a single logic but 

always structured with multiple logics. An epistemological space 

in which seeing and knowing overlap is collapsing as unknown 

things look back at us. 

Hollowing Out of the "I" 

What memory represents, instead, is something that is 

external to humans and in relation to which they indeed find 

themselves in a state of listening and reception. What is 

essential does not issue from the inwardness of the soul, 

but from the outwardness of writing; of the book, of the 

.computer. 

Mario Perniola, Enigmas: the Egyptian Moment in Society and Art, 

Verso, 1995, translated by Christopher Woodall 

The new media has two main characteristics. One is that 

physical things are turned into electronic signals, making unlimited 

repetition possible and enabling people to search and select from 

a huge memory store. The other is that it is possible to produce, 

show, and transmit information from one environment ( a machine), 

removing the vertical boundaries between professionals and 

amateurs and the horizontal boundaries between different fields. 

As I have already suggested, these characteristics were not 

completely new products of step-by-step advancements_ in 

technology. The foundations were laid by the diffusion of previous 

media. The changes of today can also be found in the art of the 

past. One example that comes to mind is Fluxus, a group that was 

based iri New York in the 196Os. The works, performances, and 

events carried out by Fluxus emphasized concepts and action 

rather than art objects that were meant to be preserved. Also, 

their m_yriad events, works, and exhibitions, seemingly .unrelated ' 

at first glance, were all' recorded in alphabetical order in a thick 

database, the Fluxus Codex. The group was coordinated by George 

Maciunas, wtio performed many different roles, including 

organizing events, editing a variety of printed materials, and 

designing and producing multiples. It was noteworthy that the 

Fluxus artists often sought the active participation .of the audience 

at performances. Lists of instructions were made for 

perfor-mances, and they were carried out according to the 

instructions, so Fluxus performances could be carried out 



anywhere, at anytime, by anyone. The previously clear distinction 

between maker and viewer became fuzzy. 

Several of these characteristics are relevant to the experiences 

of people that are being restructured by the new media. One is the 

emphasis on non-material things. Another is the idea of a 

database that lists many different activities as equal, non

hierarchical items. Also of note was the tendency of Fluxus 

members to split into multipl .e identities and move between 

different territories, as well as the ability of the anonymous 

"dandy" to melt into the urban crowd. 

Fluxus emerged from the consumer society flourishing in the 

New York of the 1960s; a product of the mass media and in\'.lustry. 

Its members represented ma·ny d1fferent nationalities, Lithuanian, 

German, Dutch, Japanese, Korean, and Italian, and its creativity 

was exercised in a free and marginal position, .separated from the 

formalism that was the dominant trend in American art at that time. 

The copies that proliferated with the accelerated growth of the 

media and industry threaten the boundaries of the self, the "I," and 

organ transplants, artificial insemination, and cloning aim at direct 

control of life itself. As a result of all this, the "I," once thought to 

be exclusive and unique, has become an interchangeable unit. 

The experience of knowing a self which is not my self resembles 

the experience of facing the self in early photographs, which 

people felt compelled to retouch. The camera lens, film, magnetic 

tape, and memory disks record all information indiscriminately, 

including noise and garbage. They capture things that were 

previously pushed out to the margins, things that were hidden in 

the shadows, and things that have. changed or been lost. There is 

some danger in the experience created by the new media, the 

perception of previously solid meanings as fluid and 

interchangeable, but it should be added that the media also offers 

the important characteristic of shifting movement. Instead of 

remain_ing ensconced at the vanishing point of perspective space, 

we are now able to move about, discovering hidden meanings and 

catching things that are about to disappear. 

Let's Get Lost 

When sitting in a breezy, open place, it is common to feel that 

one is surrounded by insuqstantial space containing nothing. 

However, if one sits in the darkness on an island in the south, it is 

possible to clearly perceive things crawling .about in the night. The 

surround .ing environment may be empty, but it is experienced as a 

dense black _mass . Looking into the dense darkness, where it is 

impossible to distinguish the relative position of the trees in the 

foreground and deeper undergrowth, one can hear the sounds of 

animals and insects moving around. These sounds are hard to 

discern at first but gradually becoming clearly audible. Smells are 

also faintly emitted from the plants after the active process of 

photosynthesis comes to an end. The total darkness imposes 

itself as something with definite volume. The things that are 

perceived there by the observer can be described as images. 

An_image need not be entirely visual.. It might be described as a 

synesthesic experience that .includes hearing, touch, and smell. 

Squinting hard at the darkness, one comes to feel that the 

boundaries of one's body are dissolving. There is no object in the 

darkness that focuses the attention. In this distracted state, one 

has the experience of groping toward images with the entire body. 

The person having this experience eventually feels that outlines 

are becoming clearer as he/she adjusts and sharpens his/her 

perceptions of the environment. 

Images exceed human perception. In an age of proximity, when 

the distance from objects cannot be maintained, we have already 

acquired the habit of groping toward elusiv .e things. This is a mode 

of behavior that we enter into as we move through the plethora of 

websites or absorb the overflow of music and images around us 

without knowing the names of the artists or the titles. In these 

situations, things that were previously rooted and charged with 

m:aning are casually tossed "out the window" of one-way cognition. 

The appearance of the new media, which began with the 

invention of photogr _aphy, has brought "anxiety" to the world 

perceived by human beings. However, these media do not really 

change the world at all. As we wait for further progress, it is not 

'necessary to re-summ.on the previous stability. The gap between 

the media and our perceptions makes possible the rich experience 

of grasping the appearance of the world in a multi-faceted way. 

Through the experience of losing ourselves as we dive into the 

dizzying deluge of images, we may be able to throw our customary 

perceptions "out the window." 

[translated by Stanley N. Anderson) 

Sumitomo Fumihiko 

(Curator, 21 st Century Museum of Contemporary Art, Kanazawa, Japan) 
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