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Zentralinstitut fiir Kunstgeschichte
Digital realities: political imagery and mediatized nature in times of Covid-19

Online-Workshop at the Zentralinstitut fiir Kunstgeschichte, Miinchen, in cooperation with the
researchproject ‘Bilderfahrzeuge’ and the Warburg Institute, London

Conception: Steffen Haug (Bilderfahrzeuge, Warburg Institute London) and Ursula Strobele (Stu-
dienzentrum zur Kunst der Moderne und Gegenwart, ZI Miinchen)

Since the outbreak of the Covid pandemic, public life has increasingly shifted to the digital realm,
with events taking place online and on shared screens - with individuals isolated from each other,
sitting at home at their computers. With this primacy of the visual, the associated digital images
are increasingly becoming contemporary documents that reflect the debates and the use of picto-
rial rhetoric. As visual records, they are just as ephemeral as posters and banners in urban
spaces, protest signs at demonstrations and the ubiquitous social distancing notices. However,
the suddenness of this global shift brought on by the virus has led to new types of ephemeral
images: Cartoons and children's drawings of the (invisible) virus, photographs of empty cities,
lonely squares devoid of public life, protest signs posted online as digital forms of strike and politi-
cal self-portraits of activist groups, charts of daily cases and vaccination rates and expressions of
solidarity. Though here, too, the majority of these images will disappear, be forgotten and only a
selection will remain in the collective consciousness and interest. And yet it is precisely these
images that shape our specific era, steer debates and determine public opinion in crucial fields
with socio-social, political and ecological issues. Museums have started to collect relevant visual
documents and objects following the outbreak of the pandemic. The Finnish National Museum
began with interviews and photo documentation as early as mid-March 2020. Soon after, Lon-
don's Victoria & Albert Museum chose contemporary objects from the Corona Crisis in digital
image form as "rapid response collecting". Artists too have reflected these motifs and their narra-
tives.

The current online images are new in their technology, mediation and reception and at the same
time are part of an increasing development of mass images since the emergence of modernity in
the 19th century. From lithography and engravings used in illustrated newspapers to photography,
film and television, ephemeral images have increasingly determined our everyday visual culture.
With the printed newspaper image as one of the most authoritative forms of public ephemera in
the 19th century, Aby Warburg collected and evaluated international dailies in about 1914-18.
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Libraries, archives and databases have long preserved these forms of temporary publications,
magazines and written press testimonies as historical documents. Now, images circulating
online, are distributed by the millions on various social media platforms, liked, linked with popular
hashtags and commented on, thus achieving broad visibility. Often they are quickly deleted again,
blocked and overlooked. Image motifs and visual strategies from the past are handed down,
appropriated and further developed. The workshop will therefore focus on the characteristics of
these new image forms and their contextualisation.

In view of the digital nature of images prevalent today, questions about the recipient-specific
accessibility, authenticity, algorithmically determined filtering and technological availability as
well as options for counteracting this ephemeral character through storage and documentation of
their historicity are all the more urgent. In our reality of algorithms, the same regimes of stan-
dardised visibility must also be critically questioned and the references to history derived.

The following questions serve as orientation and define the thematic field to be discussed: Which
(new) categories of ephemeral images and image stereotypes have emerged that allow a reflec-
tion of our pandemic reality, depict it, comment on it or even co-determine it? What is their inher-
ent power of effect and at the same time their potential for resistance, and what status do they
occupy in our image-oriented culture? How can the relationship between text and image be
described? Who are the producers of these images and how can their distribution infrastructures
be analysed? Their global dissemination often lends them credibility, without strategies of verifica-
tion being applied or even existing to critically counter disinformation. This (apparent) promise of
images in the Anthropocene is evidenced, among other things, by the photograph of dolphins
sighted in Venice's canals that went viral as a sign of a reconquest by animals of nature and
spaces dominated by humans in March 2020, although these photographs were not taken in the
lagoon, as an identification of still images subsequently revealed. One pandemic year, and thus
one year with significantly reduced tourism and traffic later, the news again featured headlines on
dolphins seen in Venice, this time verified by several photographs. In view of the worldwide
spread of disinformation and conspiracy theories, "false news" and "deep fakes" increasingly
determine our society - a phenomenon that the workshop would also like to address.

The focus will be on digital ephemera in times of Covid-19, as several current political crises such
as the pandemic, social fractures, and climate change, along with its narratives, collide here.
These range from virtual protests to a changed perception of nature and the pandemic’s disrup-
tion of global everyday life to questions of disinformation. Using concrete examples of images,
we will discuss the emergence of a time-specific political-ecological iconography and what influ-
ence this has on the ubiquitous generation and distribution of digital (moving) images as images
and representatives of pandemic reality.

PROGRAM

Wednesday, December 15 (CET)
3:00-3:30 pm // Welcome and introduction

3:30-4:00 pm
Burcu Dogramaci, Miinchen // Pandemische Kamera: Gefahr und Schutz im fotografischen Bild
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4:00-4:30 pm
Karen Fromm, Hannover // Leeres Zentrum — periphere Bilder. Die visuelle Berichterstattung zur
Coronapandemie

- Break -

5:00-5:30 pm
David Kerr, Riga // Picturing the present: Immortal finitudes of the real and virtual

5:30-6:00 pm
Arianna Sforzini, Fribourg // Inoculation, Propagation, Contamination. Aesthetics of Contagion

- Break -

6:30 pm

Artist Talk // Alfredo Jaar (New York): ,Between the Heavens and Me"“. Artistic Practice in Times
of Covid-19

A conversation with the artist by Ursula Strébele and Steffen Haug

Thursday, December 16

3:00-3:30 pm
Heather Shirey, St. Paul, MN // Political Graffiti and Street Art in the Context of Covid-19

3:30-4:00 pm
Brendan Cormier, London // Pandemic Objects

- Break -

4:30-5:00 pm
Charlotte Reul’, Wien // 1/10 Slides: Information Sharing auf Instagram wahrend Covid-19

5:00-5:30 pm
Jeffrey Lin, London // War of truth and accountability: the political propaganda on CCP virus
from/in Hong Kong

5:30-6:00 pm // Final Discussion

PARTICIPATION:

The workshop will as well take place via Zoom. You can join the Zoom meeting at the following
link: https://us02web.zoom.us/j/85659345839?pwd=UmFZYUOxNTNxMGJ1MjlQM054NXgvZz09
Meeting-ID: 856 5934 5839 | Password: 148258

Zentralinstitut flir Kunstgeschichte
Katharina-von-Bora-Str. 10

80333 Miinchen

Telefon: +49 89 289-27556
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Email: info@zikg.eu

https://www.zikg.eu/

Newsletter-Abo: http://www.zikg.eu/institut/newsletter

Twitter: https://twitter.com/zimuenchen

Instagram: https://www.instagram.com/zimuenchen/?hl=de

Facebook: http://www.facebook.com/ZentralinstitutfuerKunstgeschichte

Youtube: https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCpkl0SdpKTrmUAhWBWO0iM4Q

Das yA auf Google Arts & Culture:
https://www.google.com/culturalinstitute/beta/partner/zentralinstitut-fuer-kunstgeschichte?hl=d
e

Reference:
CONF: Digital realities in times of COVID-19 (online 15-16 Dec 21). In: ArtHist.net, Dec 6, 2021 (accessed
Apr 5, 2026), <https://arthist.net/archive/35487>.
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