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Abstract  
In this paper I will propose four distinct social functions and values which constitute digital images 

today, understood as icons. Furthermore, I will consider the development of the digital image’s particular 
way of signifying, taking into account the historical transformations of both social history and media 
history. In the first place, I will address the relation between these technological developments with the 
historical transformation of our gaze, understood as a collective and embodied act of interpreting visual 
meaning. In this sense, the history of images becomes entangled with the history of our bodies in an 
individual and collective manner. In the second place, making use of Vilém Flusser’s previous distinction, 
I will classify digital images into two categories – reproductive and productive, according to their way of 
signifying. I will outline the features which characterize these two types of images and provide specific 
examples to support this classification. In this sense, both artistic and scientific digital images are taken 
into account to analyse how they produce and reproduce meaningful content. Finally, I will conclude by 
laying out four functions and values digital images display today as a consequence of our gaze’s 
transformation. I believe that to understand how images signify today means to understand the effects of 
these technological and social changes which lead to the development of the digital image’s new features. 

  
Keywords: social function and value of digital images, productive and reproductive images, Vilém 

Flusser, digital artworks, gaze, historical gaze. 

Digital Images: Enhancing Visual Meaning 
To talk about digital images is to talk about 

a certain configuration of knowledge and power 
through a sensuous manifestation using binary 
code – a way of making sense of our world 
aesthetically. Along this article I examine images, 
specifically digital images, as codes of 
signification outside language, thus, as an “iconic 
logos” understood in its unicity as an object, in 
the line of Gottfried Boehm (Boehm and Mitchell, 
2009, 108). Thus, following the tradition of the 
“iconic turn” proposed by Boehm and the 
“pictorial turn” suggested by W. J. T. Mitchell in 
Picture Theory (1994), I analyze images as signs on 
their own. Furthermore, I explore how 
technological changes in visual ways of 
communication impact on how we get to know 
the world that we live in. To put it in other words, 
I look at how our knowledge of the world is 
shaped by the transformations in this iconic 
logos. 

Meaning is constituted through imaging too. 
Digital imagining affects our communication and 
our comprehension of the world, that which we 

call “reality.” In this sense, a shift in the way we 
create images leads to a change in our 
ontological relation with our environment. It is, 
indeed, through this relation with digital images 
that we project meaning into the things that 
surround us. I argue, in line with the post-
indexical reading of Daniel Strutt, that with the 
development of digital images, a new way of 
signifying our environment is brought forward, 
which actually changes the social function and 
value of images in themselves as codes of 
signification (Strutt, 2019, 43, 76). Therefore, as 
subjects who experience a shift in our ways of 
providing visual meaning, we experience a 
change in our relation with our environment – 
because of the fact that one of the main 
characteristics of productive digital images is that 
they project their meaning onto the world instead 
of the other way around, as I have sustained 
before in my RMA thesis (Ramos Mollá, 2021, 28). 
In this sense, the ontology of images, understood 
not in its hardest sense but as the historical 
appearance of phenomena (Elkins and Naef, 2011, 
37, 38), reads parallel to the ontological perplexity 
of our times: 
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Here we confront a new kind of ontological 
perplexity – how to place or situate 
ourselves, in space and time, in relation to 
an image that does not appear to be ́one ́. On 
electronic screens, we are uncertain that 
what appears before us is an ́image ́, and in 
its powers of mutability and velocity of 
transmission, we are equally uncertain that 
this perception has singular or stable 
existence in the present or in relation to the 
past. (Rodowick, 2007, p. 94)  

In the following lines, I will follow Flusser’s 
enabling thought, by positing that not only reality 
is reproduced thanks to images but that images 
can produce their own reality, so to speak. 
Following a line of thought that objects the notion 
of simulacra and simulation (Baudrillard, 1981), I 
posit that images, due to their shifting 
technological nature have also changed our 
ontological relation with the things they 
represent. Previously in my thesis I commented 
on the historical process that led to this point, 
focusing on the analysis of the spectator’s gaze. 
However, in this paper I will succinctly elaborate 
on the effects of this gaze’s transformation, 
making use of several practical examples to 
outline the four major effects on the ontological 
status of images today. As previously stated, this 
ontological status can only be read as a part of a 
post-phenomenological critique, where “a theory 
of the image must therefore be linked with those 
processes of experience, with the domain of 
effects and affects, with the eyes of the beholder, 
his implicit or outspoken interpretations” (Elkins 
and Naef, 2011, 37). Furthermore, as Patricia 
Pisters (The Neuro-Image, 2012), Catherine 
Malabou (Plasticity at the Dusk of Writing, 2010) or 
David Rodowick (The Virtual Life of Film, 2007) 
have evidentiated, what this tridimensional 
relationship between images and the object their 
representamen alludes, eventually brings 
forward, turns out to be a new meaning pointing 
away from mere representation. Just like the 
Cratylus suggested time before, images might be 
more than just a representation, they might even 
presuppose a reality of their own (Bredekamp, 
2017, 75). 

My approach to digital images is, firstly, 
interdisciplinary, since for my analysis of meaning 
I have considered artistic and scientific images, 
among which we can find 3D models or VR 
installations as the ones referred to in this paper; 
secondly, it is an embodied and situated study. In 
my analysis, I follow both the tradition of visual 

studies and phenomenology, applying it to the 
understanding of digital images. Digital images 
are objects embedded in an a certain economic, 
cultural and social system which they depend on 
– according to this triadic relationship of meaning 
(Peirce, 1998, 163, 307, 273) images have to be 
interpreted by a viewer in order to make sense. 
This is the reason why I have proposed to talk 
about the gaze when discussing the historical 
shifts of digital imagining sense-making (Ramos 
Mollá, 2021, 35-44). As objects of analysis, images 
are phenomenon made accessible to us in our 
experience, which appear not as mere accidents 
but historically unfolded. Just as Sara Ahmed 
notes, following the Marxist tradition, how an 
object becomes visible is conditional to its history 
(Ahmed, 2006, 40-41). What is more, the object in 
itself contains traces of that history, and it 
becomes also an effect of history. The act of 
gazing at digital images remains a 
phenomenological experience which 
acknowledges that this act of gazing holds an 
intrinsic historical and social dimension. Not only 
because images have a history (media history) 
that makes them available to our gaze, but 
because how we look at things defines those 
things beyond their own existence and influence 
how we actually make use of them (social history) 
(Belting, 2012, 197).  

What follows is the analysis of four specific 
and distinct ways in which images connect with 
reality, as icons, today, after the crisis of their 
indexical relationship towards the objects they 
represented. The aftermath of the 20th century 
raises up several questions in relation to the 
possibilities of communicating with images and 
their capacity for encapsulating indexical 
meaning. Nevertheless, the image had stepped 
into the realm of the factual, playing with the 
representamen and the object. This has the 
consequence of establishing a new image regime 
in which ontology becomes plastic (Malabou, 
2010, 61). When Deleuze infamously claimed that 
the brain is the screen in the 1986 published 
interview in Cahiers du Cinema, he was aiming at 
the collective unconscious that builds our ideas 
but that also shapes the world: 

The modern fact is that we no longer believe 
in this world. We do not even believe in the 
events which happen to us, love, death, as if 
they only half concerned us. It is not we who 
make cinema; it is the world which looks to 
us like a bad film [...] The cinema must film, 
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not the world, but belief in this world, our 
only link. (Deleuze, 1989, p. 171)  

Along these pages I examine the plastic 
relation between digital images and us, as 
collective spectators, which are shifting the 
previous indexical nature of the image, by using 
contemporary examples on how images serve to 
our construction of meaning. 

 I. Gazing at Digital Images Today  
As a starter point, I would like to specify that 

I employ the term Post-Fordist gaze to refer to the 
shared and collective experience of looking at 
images today as collective spectators. A detailed 
understanding of the aesthetic experience of 
digital images needs to evaluate how the two 
senses that the notion of the gaze embodies, the 
individual and collective, interrelate and arise 
meaning in visual phenomena under a certain 
moment in time. The collective sense of the gaze 
and the individual act of gazing shift within time 
and are two-fold processes, so they both share 
the reversibility of the act of gazing. An iconology 
of the gaze pays attention to how the collective 
gaze is constituted through historical processes 
and to the way in which images are built through 
mutual gazing. This reversibility of the gaze 
(Merleau-Ponty, 2013, 241, 266, 289), allows me to 
conceive images as subjects which return our 
gaze. Moreover, this is what allows me to speak 
about images in a way that does not only take into 
account “the vast diversity of individual and 
social gaze practices as reflected in images” 
(Hüppauf and Wulf, 2009, 93) but the fact that 
images in themselves condition our gaze and 
have an effect upon us. Images have the power to 
return our gaze whilst this gaze is displayed in 
them. The gaze and the image are not something 
we should not think of separately yet we should 
ponder how “images form in adapting the gaze” 
(Belting, 2012, 187).  

The conditions of possibility of all these 
image acts resides in the fact that images are 
constituted by a reciprocated gaze. The 
commanding presence of an image, whatever its 
external manifestation might be, is made 
available to us because the act of looking is 
displayed on them as if they were reciprocating 
our looks. In Belting’s words “images come into 
existence in our glance, in the here and now of the 
medium. They can be found neither ‘there,’ on the 
canvas or photograph, nor ‘here,’ in the mind of 
the beholder. The look creates the images in the 

interval between ‘here’ and ‘there.’” (Belting, 2012, 
197). Accordingly, images are built in this two-fold 
relation between their own bodies and our own, 
in the midst of what we call the visible. In order to 
be able to make sense of the commanding 
presence images have on us, we need to 
acknowledge their condition as agents who can 
also gaze at us.  

Therefore, taking into consideration this 
phenomenological background and Belting’s 
historical approach, images have to be described 
first, attending to our social practices and second, 
to media history, thus, to the history of their own 
bodies (Belting, 2012, 197). We can find traces of 
the images’ historical value captured in their 
specific external manifestation, incarnated in 
different types of medium. This medium, the body 
of the image, is imbricated within historic, 
economic, cultural, social and technological 
structures just as our own bodies are. Considering 
this beforementioned social and media history, I 
account for the recent technological changes 
which foster the Post-Fordist gaze, which is 
already located in the digital image.  

In my previous work, after carefully 
analysing the features of digital images today, I 
have realized that not all digital images partake 
in this new way of signifying (Ramos Mollá, 2021, 
21-31), However, what concerns me here is to 
dissect the effects of the images that actually do. 
In the next chapter, I lay out the features of 
productive digital images and briefly sketch their 
differences with what I call reproductive images, 
even though it is not the aim of the current 
argument it is very much needed for its overall 
comprehension.  

II. Digital Images: Productive and 
Reproductive 

The distinction between productive and 
reproductive images comes directly from Vilém 
Flusser’s words. In Into the Universe of Technical 
Images he establishes a distinction between 
depictions and models, where the first one 
“means what is and the other what could or 
should be” (2011, 42) – however, he afterwards 
clarifies that this is an incorrect classification 
when speaking of technical images, which include 
by definition all images created using a 
technological apparatus. For Flusser, all technical 
images are models, which means that they are all 
productive images: “The attempt to distinguish 
between depiction and model in the field of 
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technical images is a lost cause, for no matter 
which form they take, they are not reproductive 
but productive images. The same visualizing 
power is at work in all of them.” (Flusser, 2011, 44). 
A claim that I do not necessarily agree with. 
Despite this allegation, in other parts of the book, 
Flusser repeatedly states that “computer-
synthetized” images are more capable of 
envisioning, thus, of codifying invisible 
possibilities not present in our environment or 
our world: “The power to envision is the power 
that sets out to make concrete sense of the 
abstract and absurd universe into which we are 
falling.” (2011, 37). For Flusser, the real difference 
between reproductive and productive images 
resides in their force to create something out of a 
“dimensionless” universe: 

The images created by the traditional 
imagination are two-dimensional, because 
they have been abstracted from a four-
dimensional life-world. In comparison, the 
images of the new imagination are two-
dimensional, because they have been 
projected from zero-dimensional 
calculations. The first type of images 
signifies the life-world; the second type 
signifies calculations. (Flusser, 2002, 114). 

 
Productive images, then, envision things that 

are not mere depictions but models built out of a 
“dimensionless” universe which metamorphoses 
into “two-dimensional.” These images do not 
signify the world, but their own type of language 
emerged after the creation of texts – they are 
meaningfully distinct from other images. This is 
precisely what Paul Kneale means when he states 
that “digital images are fundamentally, 
ontologically, different” (2016) which is true if we 
are to consider the signifying aspects of digital 
images as Flusser described them. However, I also 
have to reiterate that “the contemporary image-
making system is also related to the embodied 
experience of vision” as Kneale emphasizes. 
Meaning is given to digital productive images 
through this embodied act of gazing, individually 
and collectively.  

Nonetheless, for Flusser, all technical 
images display this ontological difference, 
whether they are electronic or chemical images. 
Therefore, only traditional images remain 
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reproductive images if we follow his argument. At 
this point, Flusser’s analysis falls short to 
describe the different types of technical images 
we deal with in contemporaneity. On the one 
hand, I maintain that, contrary to Flusser’s 
rendition of the term, technical images can also 
be reproductive, thus “depictions,” and that they 
do not have to be sine qua non productive 
images. On the other hand, I have shown that 
digital productive images endure only to certain 
types of computer-synthetized images (Ramos 
Mollá, 2021, 30-34), such as the ones seen in 
Soliman’s work, as I will discuss further in this 
paper. 

After the emergence of the postdigital 
society and its accompanying technological 
advances, Flusser’s conceptualization of digital 
images needs to be revisited. Firstly, I will 
consider how technological development by its 
own does not change the nature of an image – 
images have been complex mutable objects of 
analysis even before the invention of technical 
images. Secondly, technical images need to be 
classified not only historically in the 
technological sense which Flusser deals with, but 
also according to our historical practices of 
looking at them, thus, considering how “images 
emerge” from our gaze, following the tradition of 
this phenomenological analysis. Enlarging 
Flusser’s historical account, implies looking at 
images under certain relationships of power 
determined by the upbringing of our bodies too. 
Finally, even though I will avoid a teleological 
reading of technology, I argue that images have 
even become capable of entering the “four-
dimensional” world from a “zero-dimensional 
calculation” (Flusser, 2002, 114). Furthermore, the 
work of Soliman López helps me, as a case study, 
accomplishing the task of classifying digital 
images according to (a) the decodifying gaze at 
play, (b) their power to envision and (c) their 
indexical relation with the environment. In 
summary, to show how the development of digital 
productive images affects our ways of signifying 
our environment. 

Soliman’s work Celeste is a net art piece that 
consists of generated images of a virtual sky, 
created by overlapping live images of different 
portions of the sky around diverse parts of the 
globe.1 Through the web’s interface, the spectator 
is able to see a dynamic and autogenerative 
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image, which is built from real time images 
captured by the beacons installed in the selected 
cities for the project. These beacons are 3D 
printed and they collect the specific sky images 
which are later on mixed to bring about a brand 
new one. A very interesting aspect of Soliman’s 
piece is that once you access the Celeste interface 
you can capture an image of this virtual sky, 
obtaining a unique piece for your own like the 
screenshots I have captured and attached to the 
list of illustrations thanks to Soliman’s 
permission (Figure 1 and Figure 2). The final result 
is not a real sky, so to speak, whereas it is made 
out of several pieces of it. However, one might 
think it is, or at least that it envisions a possibility 
of a real sky. 

The Celeste’s interface created by Soliman 
López paradigmatically exemplifies the 
characteristics of digital productive images. 
Mainly because they alter our gaze, redirecting it 
far from what both traditional images and 
technical chemical images made us expect. 
Returning to Belting:  

In contrast, the virtual image world of the 
post-photographic era was designed with 
the intention of taking viewers beyond the 
limits of the reality to which they were 
otherwise so addicted. Here, the gaze 
welcomed the fiction that it rejected with 
photographs. Thus, the history of perception 
demonstrates that such strategies do not 
contradict, but challenge each other. 
Whether it is controlling reality or retreating 
from it, the gaze has usually been directed 
towards itself. (Belting, 2009, 113) 

This is what I mean when I suggest that 
digital images produce a “zero-dimensional” 
universe instead of a “two-dimensional” one – 
they have blurred what is real and what is fiction 
in a much more flagrant manner than analogical 
practices ever did or that even some digital 
practices still do. Flusser’s narrative drives us 
from a primitive way of communicating, to writing 
towards this “zero-dimension”:  

Starting with the four-dimensional time-
space continuum of our life-world, Flusser 
leads us from the world of three-
dimensional sculpture to that of the two-
dimensional image and one- dimensional 

 
 

2 Lectorate design. “Ecosystem of Excess”. Available: 
https://www.kabk.nl/en/lectorates/design/ecosystem-of-excess 

writing, ending with zero-dimensional binary 
code and its representational form, the 
pixel. (Ströl in Flusser, 2002, xxvi).  

These images project their meaning onto the 
environment instead of signifying a previous 
reproduced environment. Celeste’s images make 
us question which parts of the sky are real and 
which ones are not and, at the same time, its 
images transform our very same “reality” – they 
have an incidence in the way we think of the sky. 
This particular way of questioning the 
environment can also be grasped in other 
digitally produced images like the work 
Ecosystem of Excess2 by artist Pinar Yoldas, where 
the images of newly emerged life forms are drawn 
as a consequence of the merging between the 
Pacific Garbage Patch and the bacteria inhabiting 
this area. The examples of digitally produced 
images that alter our perception because of their 
idiosyncratic plasticity are many: from artworks 
that use real scientific parameters to depict a 
supposedly factual reality such as "Heliocene"3 – 
which, I quote from the Control the Virus website, 
“is an audiovisual expression of the weather 
around the Sun by artist Natalia Stuyk: a real-time 
generative data-visualisation that translates the 
raw data from satellites a million miles away from 
Earth into everchanging interlocking beams of 
colour and sound” – to supposedly scientific 
imaginary that takes advantage of the artistic 
licenses of creating images digitally – for 
instance, take the common example of the COVID-
19 illustration created at the Centers for Disease 
Control and Prevention (CDC), which represents 
the Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome 
Coronavirus 2.  

 Nevertheless, as I stated before, not all 
digital images, despite what Flusser might have 
thought, are productive. Picture the case of Jon 
Rafman’s work in 9-eyes.com. Rafman has been 
recollecting screenshots of Google Street View 
since 2008, only a year after the initiative of Street 
View was launched. Rafman has not taken any of 
these pictures, they all belong to somehow 
amusing or whimsical moments snapped by the 
Google Street View car. This photographic 
exercise questions our ways of looking at things 
and how we decide what is worth capturing with 
a camera – the project embraces what the Net Art 
Anthology describes as “a conceptual meditation 

3 Control The Virus. “Heliocene”. Available: 
https://controlthevirus.art/artists/natalia-stuyk/artwork 
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on the state of photography in a time of 
automated image making on a massive scale”.4 
Rafman questions to some extent the ability of 
the photographer’s gaze to choose what it ought 
to be photographed by substituting their criteria 
for the supposedly neutral gaze of Google Street 
View. Nevertheless, the photographer’s gaze 
reconsiders these “neutral” selections once 
Rafman proceeds selecting the moments he 
wishes to highlight. The photographer might not 
be pressing the button to snap an image but he is 
still electing a moment, worth framing, from all 
the moments that are available to him on the 
web. Rafman curates Google Street images which 
are worth archiving: the author’s gaze determines 
the exhibition criteria, not the machine. This gaze 
imposed by the artist brings back subjectivity to 
the mechanical, more neutral, operation of 
photography which was thought to be deprived 
from interpretation under the Fordist gaze. Using 
Belting’s words, we can describe this mechanical 
gaze as it follows:  

Modern viewers therefore welcomed the 
camera as an escape from all subjectivity, to 
which they were themselves exposed, and 
were all the more willing to trust a 
mechanical device that was free of intention 
and impartially provided guarantees for 
perception. The “armed” eye became the 
accomplice of the human eye, but it was 
dependent on the blind faith that it placed 
in the technical image. The new media lured 
the insatiable gaze into areas that it had 
never entered with its own naked eye. 
(Belting, 2009, 113) 

Rafman pictures are digitally produced 
images that play with the fact that are captured 
by Google Street View’s camera, which escapes 
subjectivity. Hence, the reality these images 
depict does not change the nature of the Fordist 
photographic image, even though Rafman uses 
new digital media to produce his e-archive. 
Rafman’s work, despite being net art, remains 
reproductive because the nature of these images 
is interpretative and speaks to us about a certain 
perspective that relies upon the artist’s curation, 
just as traditional images do. More importantly, 
they are reproductive because (a) the viewer 
decodifies them as objective photographic pieces 
which (b) despite creating a “two-dimension” 

 
 

4 Rhizome. n.d. “Nine Eyes of Google Street View”. Net Art Anthology. 
Accessed 6 April, 2021 https://anthology.rhizome.org/9-eyes 

universe from a “dimensionless” one, still signify 
as traditional images due to (c) their indexical 
relation with the environment.  

Summarizing, this type of reproductive 
images refer to a “four-dimensional” reality and 
hence signify in an indexical relationship of 
representation. Meanwhile, Celeste’s images are 
interpretative images which we (a) decodified 
taking into consideration their function over the 
environment because they (b) envision a “four-
dimensional” world from a “zero-dimensional” 
one, signifying by means of (c) a post-indexical 
relation of representation. In conclusion, what 
Flusser proposes is a new type of signification 
after the creation of technical images, a new type 
of signification after linear texts:  

Writing is a step away from images, because 
it allows images to dissolve into concepts. 
With this step, the “belief in images,” that is, 
magic, became lost, and a new level of 
consciousness was reached that led much 
later to science and technology. The techno-
codes are a further step away from texts, 
because they allow us to make images out of 
concepts. (Flusser, 2002, 40)  

III. Social Function and Value of Digital 
Productive Images 

I employ the notions of function and value to 
measure the social consequences of the image’s 
historical transformations as we have seen 
externalized in the new features of productive 
images. Precisely because of the social dimension 
of these two terms, I focus on them when talking 
about the gaze, understood as a collective and 
historical perceptive operation of decodifying 
what images signify. The gaze, comprehended 
phenomenologically, not only determines the 
social function and value of digital images yet the 
social function and value of digital images 
determines our gaze too, according to the two-
fold relation between gazing and images. These 
two dimensions serve as tools for measuring 
meaningfulness in visual communication. On the 
one hand, when talking about function I refer to 
what an image aims at doing – what is this image 
acting upon? The function talks about the goal an 
image was created to achieve. On the other hand, 
the value speaks about the social worth of that 

https://anthology.rhizome.org/9-eyes
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image, thus, to the actual accomplishment of its 
function. An image has more or less value 
attending to the accomplishment of the purpose 
for which it was thought for in the first place. Both 
these factors are always measured in a certain 
moment in time and, with that in mind, we have 
to be aware that the original function and value 
of images does not necessarily coincide with the 
understanding of these features today. 

Due to the technological development of 
digital images, images have new functions and 
values today than they used to. Basically, images 
are utilized in different ways than they were fifty 
years ago. An interdisciplinary approach is 
required to analyse the different value and 
function images have in distinct fields, where they 
are employed to communicate certain 
configurations of knowledge – scientific, 
architectonic, artistic, political… –. I will take a 
look at artistic and scientific digital images and 
how their value and function is determined by the 
Post-Fordist gaze. This gaze is the necessary 
experiential link between technological 
developments, visual meaning and a collective 
understanding of the image’s function and value.  

Furthermore, I am limiting my scope to the 
description of four features I have observed in 
analysing digital productive images: (1) the 
emergence of a new historical function whose 
outcome is the paradoxical post-historical value 
of these images; (2) a new creative function and 
virtual value; (3) a new scientific function based 
on their research value and (4) an ethical function 
given by a truth value. These four interlinked 
functions and values appear as a consequence of 
the potential power of digital productive images 
to reshape our comprehension and relation with 
our environment, which are made available 
thanks to a socio-historical shared gaze. They are 
the new ways in which digital productive images 
become socially meaningful. 

1. Historical function and post-historical value 

Stephen Clancy narrates in Digital Art History 
how he and his team recreated a virtual map of 
how the Chartres Cathedral looked like in the 13th 
century. Their virtual model aims to recreate the 
past meaning of the cathedral, capturing not only 
a static image of it but the experiences of the 
audience: “the thoughts, visual memories, and 
beliefs that acted as the lenses through which the 
physical environment was experienced.” 
(Bentkowska-Kafel and Cashen, 2005, 35). The 
Chartres Cathedral project used digital 

technology to recreate how the cathedral and the 
experiences of it were in the 13th century and, 
afterwards, confront them with another virtual 
tour of how the cathedral looks like today (images 
are available in Clancy’s article, part of the 
aforementioned book). This project is already 
quite old from a technology standpoint and its 
interface appears a bit rusty, however, it is a good 
example of historical digital imaging that feels 
even more relevant after the termination of 
Chartres controversial renovation finished in 2018 
(Ramm, 2017). In Chartres’ digital reconstruction, 
we can see the ability images display to restore 
the past and create a non-existent present thanks 
to their digitality. Because digital productive 
images have the capacity of modelling a post-
indexical image that refers to a non-present 
reality thus a new historical function as seen in 
the model of the Chartres Cathedral arises – this 
model tries to teach us something about the 
actual meaning of the building in the 13th century.  

A more recent example of digital imaging 
with a historical function is the public project of 
Digital Hadrian’s Villa (IDIA Lab, 2013). Again, the 
past is recreated through 3D modelling of how 
Hadrian’s Villa in Rome was thought to look like 
(which can be accessed and experienced by the 
reader in the following website: 
http://vwhl.soic.indiana.edu/villa/). These digital 
images combine the existing present with the 
imagined model. Both cases, the images of 
Chartres and the model of Hadrian’s Villa, have 
the function of portraying historical knowledge 
into our present through contemporary 
techniques. When this goal is achieved, the value 
of these images becomes post-historical. Their 
value is post-historical in the sense that these 
images are free to model things belonging to a 
different time with the added peculiarity of 
actually seeming like they belong to the time in 
which they are produced. This is achieved by 
employing the very same “codes of realism” these 
images subvert. Quoting Strutt: 

Digital images despite continuing to use 
codes of realism which serve to orientate us 
in space and time (or merely simulating 
them), ‘naturally’ (or by their own 
automatism) seem to tend towards playing 
with, transgressing, and overcoming these 
codes of realism. (Strutt, 2019, 45) 

Moreover, this is the potential Flusser 
argued that lied behind productive images: that 
reality and fiction can no longer be distinguished 

http://vwhl.soic.indiana.edu/villa/
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from each other, only under a criterion of what is 
most probable and what is least probable 
(Flusser, 2002, 90). In these two cases, this 
characteristic of digital images affects the way in 
which we experience history. The historical 
function and post-historical value of digital 
productive images is connected to this 
indiscernibility of what is a reproduction and 
what is not. 

2. Creative function and virtual value 

In the second place, I mentioned a new 
creative function and virtual value. What I imply 
by this is that the value given to a certain image 
depends on its capacity to imaging possibilities 
beyond what it is present. This can include images 
that depict a historical landscape like the ones in 
the previous section, but the difference is that 
virtual value is not necessarily historically 
shaped. For instance, artistic images are able to 
imagine other present possibilities in various 
manners, thanks to their infinite means to 
arrange their content. However, I must say that 
this concept of an image’s virtual value is not 
idiosyncratic of the digital image. It has more than 
once been alleged – for starters, we would have 
to consider Adorno – that art should be 
dialectically negative to the order of the real. For 
years now, there has been a strong anti-mimetic 
current in relation to the value of artistic images 
– i.e., inside Bildwissenschaft Gottfried Boehm 
seems to be part of this current when he speaks 
about images beyond images (Beyst, 2010). In this 
case, the value of the image is posited by its 
opposition with reality, by means of negative 
dialectic and by creating virtual worlds in terms 
of difference. As a consequence, if an artistic 
image were to imitate the codes of reality, it 
would simply turn into a simulacra, into a 
deceptive imitation of the real. Stefan Beyst puts 
it in the following words: “Gottfried Boehm feels 
endorsed by the developments in modern art, 
which created 'alternative world models' 'beyond 
mimesis' (2007, 138). He refers to Mondrian's 
'composition 10' in black and white (1915), which 
would be an analogy with an 'unknown reality' 
(2007, 137)” (Beyst, 2010). This unknown reality is 
such in terms of abstraction and negative 
dialectic, not as an imitation of reality’s codes.  

 
 

5 Images of the Life Without Matter (2018) project are available at  
http://rebeccaallen.com/projects/life-without-matter 

The difference in regard to digital productive 
images is that they generate a virtual value in 
opposition to the sensible by paradoxically 
imitating the sensible. We create a pixelated “four 
dimensional” images from the “zero 
dimensional,” which signify concepts after linear 
texts. These concepts can take the form of 
whatever they choose to: indeed, digital 
productive images can create a model so similar 
to our reality, that the fact than an image could 
always be false has become an imperative. That is 
why we have to consciously choose whether to 
believe in them or not. 

I have briefly described here how digital 
productive images create new meaningful ways of 
signifying, an argument I pursued in depth in my 
RMA thesis (Ramos Mollá, 2021). A way of actually 
doing this is by producing models using the very 
same codes of that which we call the real but that 
do not have an indexical relationship with the 
environment. This is precisely how the creative 
function of digital productive images is different 
from the anti-mimetic understanding of art that, 
for instance, Boehm holds. This creative function 
leads to the satisfaction of virtual value – how 
probable is the world that this image is showing, 
which could or could not be true? A good example 
is Rebecca Allen’s virtual reality installation Life 
Without Matter (2018)5. Digital pioneer Rebecca 
Allen has been playing with the potentiality of the 
digital image to envision new realities since the 
80s. In this particular video installation, the 
spectators find themselves in a mythic place 
where “a mirror appears and the viewer confronts 
their digital reflection. And since a virtual world is 
immaterial, a virtual mirror need not reflect one’s 
physical appearance, but rather the female, male 
and animal in all of us” (Allen, 2018). The utmost 
interesting part of this project is that while the 
person playing with the VR video interacts with 
their own reflection, the other exhibition visitors 
can see the shadow of the person actually playing 
on a special screen located in the exhibition 
room. The experience of this installation is two-
fold: first, we encounter the reflection of Other as 
a shadow while their play with their virtual image 
and second, we encounter our own reflection on 
a virtual mirror. Through this interactive 
experience, Allen literally envisions other world, 
exploiting the creative function of the digital 

http://rebeccaallen.com/projects/life-without-matter
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productive image and making its virtual value 
appear. 

I am not claiming that non-digital images 
could not have this power or could not be judged 
in terms of their virtual value. What I mean is that 
the virtual value of digital productive images goes 
beyond abstract representation or beyond a 
particular deceiving appearance in time. 
Concerning the second case, let’s consider as an 
example a particular depiction created by a 
trompe-l'œil such as the dome of Sant’ Ignazio di 
Loyola.6 The optical game of Sant’ Ignazio’s dome 
deceives us once we enter the church: we realize 
that that which looks like a dome is actually just 
a painting. We comprehend this once we start 
moving around the church, for the optical illusion 
only holds for the fraction we introduce ourselves 
into the church. The deception of digital 
productive images, on the other hand, it is 
actually not a deception. As a matter of fact, they 
alter our visual perception changing our ways of 
signifying – the productive images signify exactly 
their signifier. Thanks to the technological 
capacity of the binary code, the image creates a 
model, thus, an image that does not stand in an 
indexical relation with the environment but that 
can signify the environment in as much as the 
very same environment. Andrea Pozzo’s dome has 
a creative function and a huge virtual value, 
nevertheless, we can ask ourselves: how probable 
is the world that Pozzo is showing to us? If we 
were to measure this virtual value in terms of 
probability, digital productive images are 
enablers of a bigger value.  

3. Scientific function and research value 

The third function I have highlighted is the 
scientific function. There are numerous examples 
where digital imaging is employed towards 
scientific progress. With 3D printing examples it is 
effortless to see how images contribute to a 
scientific development and how their value is 
posited because of their research interest. This 
type of images are digital models, built from the 
zero dimension with a computer that ends up 
generating a four-dimensional object that comes 
to live not only on the screen but also on the 
physical realm. A concrete example of this would 

 
 

6 This architectonic deception is different from the notion of graphic 
images I have mainly been using so the examples could remain 
consistent. However, I believe it is useful that we now broaden the 
notion of image and take the definition of “visual phenomena” as 

be bioprinting – for example, the ENLIGHT project 
is planning on printing a human pancreas in the 
very near future, so scientists are able to advance 
prompter in drug testing (Kent, 2021). To develop 
this project, ENLIGHT counts with a 3.6 million 
grant from the European Innovation Fund and 
several partners, from Utrecht University to 
private enterprises like Readily 3D, pioneer in 
biomedical printing (from heart valves to printed 
gel with vasculatures: https://readily3d.com/).  

The main characteristic of these printed 
organs is that, once printed, they become indeed 
nothing else but organs – they work like organs 
and they act like organs. Here, the autonomy of 
the digital productive image makes its signifier 
become the signified, relativizing the traditional 
dualism of ways of signifying (Alexander et al. 
2012, 5). Digital productive images act in 
materiality in a literal way, they become a sort of 
Pygmalion effect where what is modelled comes 
to life. Digital productive images, in this context, 
could even save our lives. Again, their power to 
envision new realities is at stake here. However, 
we have to be aware of all the necessary 
equipment, besides 3D digital modeling, to print 
a real-life organ. Quoting from the researchers in 
Evers + Manders website, who are leading the 
ENLIGHT project: “engineering stem cells needed 
for the printing process, researching printing 
materials suitable for living cells, and developing 
a unique volumetric 3D bioprinter” (Pape, 2021). 
Digital imaging is again showed to be imbricated 
with the historical and material context by means 
of an image being transformed, in this case, into 
“living cells.”  

Nevertheless, images can generate a four-
dimensional reality in more than only this literal 
way. A photograph of a certain virus, suppose in 
this case Coronavirus, also remodels our relation 
with reality. For instance, I already mentioned the 
illustration created at the Centers for Disease 
Control and Prevention (CDC), which represents 
the Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome 
coronavirus 2 (SARS-CoV-2). This virus exists 
before we see and name it, of course, for it 
undoubtedly affects our health making us sick if 
we are infected – however, our knowledge of the 
virus comes from the techniques that turn it 
visible. Biomolecular knowledge progresses 

extended as it can actually be. For an image of the dome see: 
http://2.bp.blogspot.com/-bB1Lq0GX0K0/VE5oX-
WgTlI/AAAAAAAAA8E/lBVItjwt6go/s1600/ignazio.jpg 
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through the digital representation of scientific 
paradigms using specific technologies, which is to 
say, that the production of a digital image of the 
virus is what makes accessible our knowledge of 
it. 

4. Ethical function and truth value 

Finally, I want to address the ethical function 
and the truth value of digital productive images. I 
consider this to be, most probable, the most 
relevant effect of digital productive images on 
social function and value of visual phenomena. 
The issue at stake is how we choose to believe in 
digital productive images. We stand in a relation 
with images where we assume that, despite 
whatever it is that they are showing, images might 
be deceiving us. This stance is highly political and 
has a deep ethical dimension. The fact that digital 
productive images are able of what Rosen calls 
digital mimicry (Rosen, 2001, 309), thus, of 
imitating their environment bona fide, makes us 
question every single representation that is 
brought to our sight. This is the problem I have 
been describing all along: images entering the 
“fourth-dimension” and altering materiality in a 
way that challenge our way of relating to our 
environment.  

On September 11, 2001 we saw two planes 
collapsing into the Twin Towers at the World 
Trade Center. We have footage, sufficient 
graphical documentation, of this event. 
Nonetheless, what several conspirator theories 
point at is: can we believe in these images? Could 
these images be not real, so to speak? 9/11 is just 
an example, but we constantly take stances at 
ethical crossroads when it comes to images: from 
Aylan Kurdi’s dead body in the beach to Gaddafi’s 
torture at hands of the rebels; from images’ 
explicit depiction of violence to scientific 
construction of knowledge using digital imaging. 
A self-conscious ethical choice of believing or 
disregarding these images has to be made. 
Moreover, it becomes an ethical imperative that 
we act upon what we believe in on account of our 
awareness of how digital productive images and 
their post-indexical features function. This is 
precisely the truth value of digital productive 
images: we judge an image because of how true 
we believe it to be. Digital productive images 
then, have an ethical function and easily become 
a political statement. Griselda Pollock and Antony 
Bryant have, already before me, explained it this 
ethical turn: 

The shift from analogue indexicality to 
digital virtuality substantially raises the 
stakes for our situation in and 
understanding of these fundamental 
parameters of bodies, times, and spaces. If 
older ‘truth’ or reality claims of photography 
(and hence cinema) have long since been 
qualified by emphasis on all the possible 
modes and codes of manipulation (technical 
to ideological), the re-emerging recognition 
of indexicality confers an ethical dimension 
on analogue imagery, binding a pre-filmic or 
a pre-photographic event and its process of 
production both to the image that results 
and to the experience (of modernity of time 
and space) it promises to an embodied 
viewer. What has changed, therefore, in the 
current technological age of digital 
producibility is that the indexicality of the 
analogue photograph has given way to the 
virtuality of the digital to produce questions 
that are forensic and hence fundamentally 
political. (Bryant and Pollock, 2010, 49) 

Furthermore, I would add one more nuance 
to this ethical dimension of digital productive 
images that has to do, again, with their enabling 
of self-conscious visual reasoning. I think it would 
be easy to argue that this inability of 
distinguishing that which we call reality from 
fiction leads us to a world of abusive post-truth 
and to the impossibility of making sense out of 
any representation. Yet the fact that the frontier 
between reality and fiction is blurred in digital 
productive images speaks about the actual shift 
in the manner of communicating meaning 
visually. Meaning is projected onto the 
environment from these images, inverting the 
relation between signifier and thing signified.  

I argue that this chaos leads us to a point 
where we need to take images seriously once and 
for all. At the crossroads of a digital cloud of 
images, we need to take a stance for what we 
believe in. Digital productive images pollute our 
sense of what it is real and what it is not, making 
us question what it is that we are seeing. The 
Post-Fordist gaze, bodily situated within our 
social-economic and historical context, stands at 
this junction: digital productive images have the 
power to envision possibilities, to create in a way 
we had not imagined before. However, they 
deceive us in ways that go even further than what 
we knew traditional images were capable of, that 
infamous simulacra. Precisely because of that 
reason, I believe that we have started taking 
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images seriously as producers of knowledge and 
as enablers of possibilities. If we take digital 
images seriously in these two ways, we will be 
able to accept the chaos we live in, the crossroads 
between fiction and reality in which digital 
images stand. From there, we can start drawing 
our own normative conclusions about how we 
interpret that which we gaze at. 

IV. Conclusions 
In this paper I have outlined a short version 

of my RMA thesis, emphasising in the four 
features that characterize images, as iconic signs, 
today. Thus, thanks to my research I have come to 
the conclusion that these four aspects are what 
define our ways of decoding and understanding 
what images have to say. Furthermore, thanks to 
combining Belting’s phenomenological reading 
and the work of Vilém Flusser I have separated 
and analyse solely what I have defined as digital 
productive images. Because my research 
combines an embodied analysis with the 
understanding of their historical and 
technological development, it elaborates on the 
image as a sign in a more complex manner than 

just from an iconographic point of view, adding a 
historical layer of analysis to the description of 
indexical and post-indexical relations when it 
comes to discuss icons. In this way, departing 
from a critical exploration of the historical 
development of our gaze towards our present, I 
have proposed a relation between digitality and 
a new ontological experience of our environment, 
in the weak sense established by the discussed 
authors – among which are Pisters, Rodowick, 
Malabou, Deleuze or Strutt. My research has also 
shown, making use of several examples, how the 
way we look at artistic images is intertwined with 
the production of factual knowledge and the 
possibilities of a new digital production of 
images. The velocity of technological 
transformations and the urgency of adapting to 
what these changes bring forward, lifts the 
question that opened my inquiry: is the digital 
production of images transforming the way in 
which we understand the world we live in? My 
claim is that the production of digital images is in 
fact changing the social function and value of the 
image itself, understood as a mode of 
signification, by making obsolete our previous 
gaze and fostering a new Post-Fordist gaze which 
mediates their meaning.  
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Figure 1. Virtual sky generated between Madrid-Medellín on April 26, 2021 part of Celeste artwork by Soliman López. Via 
https://solimanlopez.com/portfolio/celeste/ 
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Figure 2. Virtual sky generated between Madrid-Paris on April 26, 2021 part of Celeste artwork by Soliman López. Via 
https://solimanlopez.com/portfolio/celeste/  
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