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One of the many features of new media and new technol-
ogies, hence, portals and applications, is the possibility 
to see the world virtually and shape it through upload-
ed contents. A description of the project Strategie niew-
idzialności [Strategies of invisibility], developed between 
February and March 2018 by BWA Wrocław includes the 
following fragment: “Dear user, you’ve come across this 
text looking for information about our exhibit. Most prob-
ably, you’re reading this message on the smudgy screen 
of your phone or computer. Perhaps – providing the pro-
motion and marketing department came through – you’re 
reading it on a paper medium. It doesn’t matter, you’re 
still a user – try to remember where you put your smart-
phone. The fact that you’ve ended up here, at this time, in 
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this place, who you’re with and what you did earlier won’t 
cease to exist the moment you get to the end of this mes-
sage. […] Today, for corporations such as Google, Facebook 
or Amazon, you’re but a register quantified by an invisible 
army of specialized algorithms. You’re helping them per-
fect their skills […] that turn you into a handful of behav-
ior patterns and anomalies that can be capitalized. Should 
you be alarmed if, at this moment alone, 3 billion other 
users are sharing in your condition?” [Roszkowska]. The 
event at the gallery in Wrocław was comprised of an ex-
hibit and a series of texts on a user’s activity in the net, 
who while moving across the web, not only obtains the 
needed information but also, or primarily, leaves behind 
traces that are archived, and then used by corporations 
and IT companies. As we read in the report from 2010 en-
titled Młodzi i media. Nowe media a uczestnictwo w kulturze 
[Youth and the media. New media vs. participation in cul-
ture], contemporaneity “appears to be a digital database” 
[Filiciak 18], while reality is constantly reduced to a se-
quence of data points, including pictures – saved, copied, 
and archived away; pictures that are comprised of our im-
ages and contents shaped by the information we provide 
– often unintentionally, and perhaps even unconsciously. 

The goal of this article is to reflect on our participation in 
the digital representation of the surrounding reality that 
is offered by the internet, based on Google Street View. 
This application, similarly to others employing uploaded 
visual contents (such as Instagram, Facebook, the website 
Flickr, and the commercial platform Allegro), documents 
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most aspects, or, in a literal sense, perspectives on our 
reality. It is currently the most common and best-known 
Street View service in the world.1 The research problems 
in this text mainly include the visual contents uploaded 
there consciously and unconsciously as well as the influ-
ence of social media and modern technologies on our pri-
vacy. The term “mechanical regularity” entails a reflec-
tion on the massive and repetitive publication of photos 
online, and the readiness to document everything at any 
moment. The world seen through the eyes of the users is, 
therefore, a meticulously photographed world, in which 
the private archives oftentimes overlap with public ones. 
This article aims at characterizing the application Google 
Street View, one of the most popular functions of Google 
Maps, as “the largest database of photos that nobody has 
seen” [Rajnerowicz]. 

Over the years, Google Maps has accumulated millions 
of gigabytes of data for the purpose of the most accurate 
documentation of the surrounding reality. In an effort to 
“help you discover the world around you” [“Polityka”], it 
employs several sources, for instance, satellite pictures, 
geological research, available maps of individual cities as 
well as devices and technologies of the so-called “Google 
Fleet” – cars and trolleys that take spherical photographs 

1 Globally, there are many other platforms based on spherical photos that provide Street 
View services. One example is the Romanian portal Norc, created by the company eXtreme 
Soft Group Team, which provides this service to Central and Eastern Europe. It gained 
considerable popularity for enabling virtual walks down the largest Polish cities earlier than 
it was offered by Google – as early as 2009. However, the service’s pages have not opened 
since 2013, hence, despite the lack of an official statement, most likely, Norc has stopped 
working [“Serwis”].
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with neither intention nor interest. Users also help collect 
information. At times, the uploaded contents, including 
photos, are generated as a byproduct of the daily usage of 
media. The prevalence of smartphones with a GPS func-
tion, and most of all, the convenience of taking pictures, 
have encouraged Google Maps users to constantly share 
fragments of their data, e.g. related to their current loca-
tion and travel itinerary as well as their thoughts about 
the places visited.2 This company has managed to cre-
ate a product that simultaneously generates information 
needed by a user at the moment and intercepts commu-
nications in order to continually improve its results and 
make global information resources universally accessible 
and usable [“Google”]. 

“Traveling without leaving the room”3

A brochure printed in Augsburg in 1858 to advertise a new 
invention, a stereoscopic slide viewer, boasts the follow-
ing: “With this simple (stereo)device you can stroll around 
without leaving your room and end up on a Swiss glacier, 
in a wild, romantic, mountainous area, find yourself on 
the lovely bank of the Rhine or the Elbe, or feast your 
eyes on the marvelous pieces of architecture” [Szczypi-
orska-Mutor 118]. The tangibility and attainability of the 

2 Google is a company whose primary product is the search engine. To obtain information 
– essentially on any subject – a variety of activities are undertaken. One of them is 
crowdsourcing, that is, a process of data capture from users. Google recruits engaged 
users, e.g. via the local guides program. These people are tasked with supplementing 
information online about the places visited in exchange for badges that make uploaded 
contents gain more visibility, and points, which enable – according to Google – leveling 
up and gaining early access, e.g. to new functions and special bonuses offered by the 
company’s partners from Mountain View [“Lokalni”]. 

3 See: [Szczypiorska-Mutor 118].
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distant world that allows for traveling without the need to 
leave your house became credible through the availability 
of photographs, which have always been associated with 
a subjective experience of the past and distance, offering 
a new way of viewing time and space. The very invention 
of photography was primarily linked to a shift in the way 
reality was perceived and received. So-called practical 
photography emerged along with the commercialization 
of the photographic technique in 1839 when the process 
of making daguerreotypes was publicly revealed.4 This 
manner of capturing a fragment of the surroundings was 
welcomed enthusiastically because it allowed for notic-
ing more and guaranteed more precision in reflecting 
what had been noticed. Contrary to engraving, drawing 
or painting, it ensured a faithful representation, even in 
large-format publications.

In the description of the exhibit Italian Landscapes: Open-
Air Painters 1780–1830 organized in 2001 at the Parisian 
Grand Palais, the author points out that the daguerreo-
typy (next to painting and drawing) was practiced during 
educational trips of Grand Tour, addressed to young, Eu-
ropean aristocrats and intellectuals [Grąbczewska]. Re-
calling these travels seems pertinent in that it was then, 

4 In 1839, aside from the public presentation of Louis Daguerre’s invention, the 
daguerreotype, which is a way of producing an image on a metal plate, another invention of 
William Fox Talbot’s photographic process was also revealed. It laid the foundation for the 
negative-positive technique. However, I mention the daguerreotype in the text because, at 
the time, it was more appreciated by the interested groups, mainly due to a higher number 
of captured details and its uniqueness. Although, initially the manner of taking photographs 
proposed by Talbot did not enjoy massive popularity, it was this technique, offering the 
possibility for multiplication, that dominated further development of photography, and after a 
number of technological changes and improvements, it is still used today [Rosenblum].
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especially in the 1870s and ’80s, that “[…] the history of 
contemporary vision begins” [Grąbczewska] – a vision 
that was detail-rich and panoramic, whose frame was re-
fined and perspective meticulously constructed with the 
use of camera obscura at the time; a vision reflecting the 
modern form of perception. Artists’ open-air work, and 
consequently (symbolically), the transfer of distant places 
onto canvas and glass negatives, and then to galleries and 
albums, gave rise to traveling as we know it today, where 
documenting the journey, recording the views and places 
visited becomes just as relevant as being over there.

In her doctoral dissertation, Magdalena Szczypiorska-Mu-
tor writes: “In the beginnings of the new technique, the 
relationship between photography and travel was literal 
and obvious – a camera soon became a tool indispensable 
to travelers and ethnographers while the first photogra-
phers had the ambition to reach the places that had never 
been photographed before. The effects of traveling with 
a camera, the space exploration, the rush to capture the 
world on a daguerreotype’s plate or a glass negative, were 
shared with the public who was hungry for new images, 
which they could now see in albums, illustrated travel 
books, photoplasticons, and stereoscopic viewers [118; 
Nowicka 61-62]. Along with the opportunity to not only 
physically capture the reality in the form of a photograph  
but also to reproduce it,5 pictures became increasing-

5 A little over 100 years after the official invention of photography, its instant reproduction 
was possible. In 1947, the American enterprise Polaroid Corporation launched the “Land 
Camera”, which had an option to instantaneously develop a black-and-white picture, and in 
1963 – a color one (thanks to the application of the Polacolor technology) [Kaps].
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ly more popular as souvenirs from visited places. Being 
a material vehicle for memories, they provided the option 
to relive them and were proof of having taken the trip. As 
Szczypiorska-Mutor observes, photographs enable “«trav-
eling without leaving the room», where the exit point and 
the first step is looking at a picture; it is a figure not only 
linked to the geographical space but also the temporal 
aspect of photography: photography enables us to meta-
phorically travel back in time, it is – according to Edouard 
Pontremoli’s formula – a new way of capturing the pres-
ence of the times gone by” [118-119].

After decades of filling millions of albums with tradi-
tional photographs and polaroids, came a redefinition of 
the notion of photography. From that point on, comput-
ers, external drives, and the internet have been flooded 
with visual digital content. A natural consequence of the 
technological advancement was to continue globally what 
Lorenzo Suscipi had started in 1841, or John Ruskin in 
1845: capturing famous places and monuments not only 
to record and remember them but also to make them more 
accessible – to share them and enhance their aforemen-
tioned attainability and tangibility [Grąbczewska; Nowic-
ki 61-62]. On May 25, 2007, the application Google Street 
View was created. Aside from a number of other platforms 
based on uploaded visual content, it enables us to create 
and participate in a digital representation of the sur-
rounding reality. Initially, this function included only five 
American cities. Today, a significant part of the world has 
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been recorded. Since 2012, the application has included 
Poland as well.

“The views are so gorgeous it’s a shame to leave”6

The Google Street View application, which is a feature 
of Google Maps and Google Earth, is undoubtedly an ex-
traordinary undertaking designed at a total, objective 
documentation of the whole world. To do this, enormous 
amounts of information are archived, including visual 
contents. In 2016, Google Earth Blog, which is not offi-
cially linked to Google but shares the newest information 
and technological novelties related to this platform, at-
tempted to estimate the size of Google Earth’s database. It 
was calculated that the satellite photos alone take around 
3 petabytes [Whitehead]. While Google does not disclose 
how much space is needed to archive its gigantic resourc-
es, a few years ago it was suggested that Google Maps 
alone contain around 20 petabytes of data [McKenna]. 
This collection of countless pictures of places both excep-
tional and quite ordinary has been integrated into a spa-
tial model, around which a user can move, therefore, take 
virtual strolls in the public space (which, according to es-
timates, is done by over a million users daily [Schwartz]).

“I look around. I’m under a palm tree. That’s something. 
Usually, it plops me on a highway, in the middle of no-
where. An arrow and a hand are the most useful to navi-
gate around a Google street. I can see a road sign, maybe 
I can guess the language. […] You have to look hard. An-

6 See: [Słodownik].
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other zoom reveals that one gentleman’s holding a club, 
so it’s a golf course. A resort in Hawaii? Spain? Brazil? 
It’s good that the game isn’t time-sensitive. Another 
turn. A billboard. Score. I zoom in to read it. […] Vegeta-
tion, architecture, and language are key to recognizing 
a place. Sometimes you pass by people, but you can’t ask 
them the way, can you” [Skłodownik]. This is an account 
from the game GeoGuessr,7 created by Anton Wallén in 
2013 by repurposing the intended use of Google Street 
View [Keating]. The goal of the online entertainment, but 
also an educational tool [Coldwell], is to guess the place 
where a gamer is “plopped” by the algorithm. The author 
himself claims that the idea for the game came from the 
Street View’s option to travel virtually. The perspective of 
finding yourself in the most distant corners of the world, 
or, on the contrary, stroll down your own neighborhood, 
is certainly fascinating. However, an attempt to find your 
own house, or the possibility to spot yourself in the pho-
tos, may be an uncomfortable discovery, especially if it is 
followed by a reflection that you had no influence on the 
recording of these contents.

The project from 2012 entitled Street Ghosts by the con-
ceptual artist, activist, and hacker Paolo Cirio is undoubt-
edly a voice in the discourse about privacy boundaries. 
Printed to scale, the images of the people found in Street 
View were placed as street art murals around the public 
space. The “publications” appeared in places where the 
photo was taken. As Cirio describes his activity, it con-

7 The game’s website is https://geoguessr.com/.
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fronts the audience (passersby) with the reality intercept-
ed and recorded by Google via Street View cameras. He 
points out to the possibility of “their own image appear-
ing as ghostly slaves trapped in a digital world forever” 
[Cirio]. It is not the objects that become the axis of the 
project and the reflection on the issue, but reactions and 
social relationships exceeding far beyond the remote con-
sumption of images, offered by Street View.

Nevertheless, in the current times of social media, our 
activity often proves that we like to be watched and 
we like watching others. Putting yourself on display is 
nothing new – what has changed are the tools and the 
function as well as the fact that we are having increas-
ingly less control over it. For more than 30 years, the 
French artist Sophie Calle has been watching others 
and herself [Calle]. In 1981, she did a performance enti-
tled The Shadow. She asked her mother to hire a private 
eye to follow Sophie. In effect, the artist received proof 
of her existence while a documentary camera employed 
for the artistic activity lent even more credence to the 
message. The project involved keeping a diary by the 
artist, who aware of being watched, described her daily 
thoughts on her scheduled invigilation. The activity of 
the French artist and the applications, based to a de-
gree on private information, are not only focused on 
recording passive objects but also on negotiating the 
borderline between privacy and the ever “expanding” 
public space.
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One might say that Google Street View is, to an extent, 
a photographic “project”, and as such, belongs somewhere 
between Calle’s performance or one prior to The Shadow 
and Address Book (1983) – Following Piece from 1969 by 
Vito Acconci, and, for instance, the poetry of Rob Fitter-
man featured in the project from 2011 Now We Are Friends 
[Fitterman]. The application takes and shares spherical 
photos with mechanical regularity using both the phys-
ical proximity from the pre-digital era (similarly to Acco-
nci’s or Calle’s “stalking”)8 and tracking, monitoring the 
online flow of data from strangers (a similar type of voy-
eurism was done, e.g. by Fitterman). Based on that, the 
application improves and streamlines its functions, cre-
ating a new product.

The images of people that are often unintentionally cap-
tured by monitoring and recording devices are increas-
ingly more recognizable despite Street View’s option to 
blur out the face. The technological advancement enables 
people recognition also thanks to the analysis of a body 
type, clothes or posture. It begs an increasingly burning 
question about the boundaries of a public display of pri-
vate contents and the possibility to take control over our 
intimacy. In 1838, probably for the first time, a random 
man had been captured by Louis Daguerre’s daguerreo-
type showing Boulevard du Temple in Paris. 180 years lat-
er, looking at the effects of Street View’s “army” covering 
the space and the deluge of photographs posted daily on-

8 What also comes to mind is the film A Short Film About Love directed by Krzysztof 
Kieślowski, where a nineteen-year-old Tomek (Olaf Lubaszenko) peeks through a telescope 
at thirty-something-year-old Magda (Grażyna Szapołowska) [Birkholc].
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line, we can ask ourselves, as Rose Eveleth did: how many 
photographs of you are out there in the world [Evelenth]? 
It is not only about those comprising the world model 
constructed by Street View, but also the images of people 
recorded accidentally by omnipresent surveillance camer-
as or devices of hundreds of thousands tourists traveling 
across the world, capturing in their photographs not only 
objects but frequently passersby as well.

The aforementioned issue of the lack of influence a person 
has over their image being recorded seems interesting, es-
pecially if we look at a photograph as a certain contract be-
tween parties – the photographer and the photographed. 
A similar reflection worthy of consideration applies to the 
notion of so-called computer vision, thus, distinguishing 
and understanding “viewed contents” by devices. The 
work of algorithms designed, for instance, to blur out fac-
es (which is not always completely successful) [O’Brien, 
Streitfeld]) as well as the technology enabling their rec-
ognition, and consequently, tagging people in pictures 
uploaded, e.g. on social media portals, might be analyzed 
more thoroughly in a separate article that will consider 
both the contexts of technology and media studies.

“Technology-assisted memory”9

In a sense, the awareness of the multitude of pictures that 
have been posted online, even on Google Street View, 
makes it impossible to answer the frequently asked ques-
tions – whether everything has been photographed yet, 

9 See: [Rajnerowicz].
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and if it is still possible to capture reality in a non-con-
ventional frame. As it has been noted: “The success of 
photography – its mass nature and omnipresence – has 
turned against its documentary qualities. On the one 
hand, the digital turn has triggered a hot debate about 
the essence of “photographiness» and produced a growing 
pile of publications and albums about the significance of 
photography as a form of art and document. On the other, 
it seems that everything has already been photographed, 
and there is a picture for every association or event. 
Viewed this way, it becomes hollow and conceals reality 
rather than reveals it” [Kurz]. All of us produce photos, 
often without reflection on their meaning or quantity, be-
cause we can always purchase another memory card or 
external drive. And if that was not sufficient to hold our 
stock, we can always count on digital clouds, whose ca-
pacity seems to be boundless. 

Our readiness to photograph anything at any time, the 
drive to record and archive almost the whole world brings 
to mind Bresson’s concept of a decisive moment [Carti-
er-Bresson], which has influenced the development of 
contemporary reportage. However, the effects that can be 
seen, for example, online, very often prove that the tech-
nique of a photographer does not always seem relevant, 
that you do not even have to look to see, because what is 
taking place right now may just as well be seen later. One 
can thus conclude that if the trend to photograph with 
mechanical regularity persists and continues to evolve, 
there will surely be problems with finding an original 
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frame, and recognizing photography as art may again be 
questioned [Ornatowska]. 

However, individual perspective on photography – notic-
ing and selecting it from among others, and inserting it 
in new contexts – has always been a source of originality 
and a breath of freshness. In a way, it puts the viewer in 
the role of a curator. It seems to be of great significance, 
especially now when hundreds of millions of visual mes-
sages are uploaded every day. But we often need a type 
of guide around the digital world to help us find pictures 
worthing seeing in this visual deluge. Much like a pigman, 
a yellow assistant guiding a user through the Street View 
spaces, they will show us the frames that are worth see-
ing, although they were not a product of any (or anyone’s) 
aesthetic aspirations. 

Kazimierz Rajnerowicz’s text reads: “The most tempt-
ing implication of modern technologies, the unspo-
ken promise of the digital revolution, was supposed to 
be the fact that the present could be tamed, captured, 
copied and archived, thanks to which, all the important 
moments and events could be at arm’s reach and under 
control. Technology-assisted memory. Digital cameras 
were designed to help us permanently appropriate peo-
ple and events. Meanwhile, despite ubiquitous photo-
graphic cameras, video cameras, easy transmission, and 
data archiving, the reality continues to slip through our 
fingers. Each moment is replaced by another, straddled 
with an increasingly higher amount of new information 
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and images” [Rajnerowicz]. This fragment comes from 
a text devoted to Jon Rafman, an artist focused on the 
emotional, social and existential impact of technology 
on contemporary life. In his work 9-eyes [“The street”], 
the author wades through cyberspace in search of inter-
esting pictures haphazardly taken by the Google Street 
View cameras. The artist continually notices the aesthet-
ic value in what was meant to be a cartography tool.10 He 
selects randomly taken frames into photographic essays 
or at times, a nostalgic video11, which he then displays in 
gallery spaces. This type of activity shifts the perspec-
tive on these particular photographs comprising the vi-
sualization of the world stored in cyberspace, which they 
were never designed to leave. It also impacts our think-
ing about photography overall, rendering this provoca-
tive and ambiguous (in terms of authorship) gesture as 
a new method of depicting reality.

Rafman’s roaming around cyberspace and wading through 
millions of pictures is only one example of artists who re-
discover existing frames. Using Google Street View, Doug 
Rickard created a project entitled A New American Picture. 

10 In the context of both spherical photos taken by the Street View devices and their 
interpretation by artists, e.g. Jon Rafman, it is also worth mentioning aestheticizing and 
recording, the two aspects of the photographing process. Lech Lechowicz writes: “[…] 
there are two ways a social discourse can be conducted. One is when the effort to convey 
social content tends to take the pressure off the form, and recording the reality supersedes 
aestheticization. It produces works that are paradocumentary, free of any formal moves, 
and merely recording the state of affairs. In the second case […] the vehicle for the social 
content are images subjected to elaborate formal moves and inherent aestheticization” 
[Lechowicz].

11 Jon Rafman’s short film You, the World and I was made of found footage – including 
spherical photographs. The narrator is a man obsessed with finding a picture of his lost 
lover using Google Street View [You].
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The images he found during his virtual trip across the USA 
were “re-photographed” off the computer screen. He was 
one of six photographers whose works were included in 
the exhibit New Photography 2011 [“New Photography”] 
at New York’s MoMA, providing commentary on social 
topics, such as poverty or racial discrimination. Michael 
Wolf’s Street View [Wolf], on the other hand, is a series of 
pictures whose titles suggest that the author of the proj-
ect is trying to somehow organize the images generated 
by Google – for example, Paris, Manhattan or Interface. 
The cropped works from the series Portrait and Fuck You 
are simultaneously a commentary and a chance to con-
sider modern thinking about the public space, which has 
certainly been affected by Street View applications.12 In 
a time of pervasive excess, the activities proposed by the 
aforementioned authors (perhaps in a way, redefining the 
notion of ready-made) may seem at odds with producing 
new contents that frequently add nothing new to the con-
versation. However, when searching for particular photo-
graphs, one also focuses on the images of randomly pho-
tographed people. And while the car-mounted lenses were 
designed to capture the reality with neither intention nor 
interest (as was previously mentioned), the artists work-
ing with these pictures, elevate them into an art form. By 

12 It is noteworthy that it was Wolf’s work – a reportage entitled A Series of Unfortunate Events 
– that won the World Press Photo competition in the category “Contemporary Issues.” The 
jury’s decision confirmed the significance of the role of curators—photographers watching 
the web, tracking and selecting frames, although naturally, it did trigger discussion about 
the actual authorship of the awarded photograph. Additionally, the contemporary issues 
category was effectively inscribed in the discourse about humanizing the digital image 
recorded by devices, which is the area of the artists mentioned in this text [World Press 
Photo].
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cropping them, they shift the attention directly to a ran-
dom passerby, and by extension, to the issue of privacy.

Tools such as Street View are certainly capable of captur-
ing the world as effectively as a photographic camera or 
a smartphone. However, in the era of machines, which can 
easily photograph everything, it seems particularly poi-
gnant to ask about the status, not so much of the street 
photography, but photography in general; about the need 
to constantly record every moment; and about the afore-
mentioned technology that either dominates over aes-
thetic aspects or does not even take them into account. 
The product is a raw, but also invaluable, historical doc-
ument recreating the transformations in landscape and 
architecture. It also captures current trends, e.g. in fash-
ion.13 Moreover, what is archived more diligently than 
ever before is the information about us, filtered and taken 
out of context. Bernd Stiegler wrote about photographs: 
“These images are accumulated in archives, libraries, and 
albums, and they are used for travels near and far, delving 
into one’s own history as well as that which we didn’t wit-
ness firsthand” [Szczypiorska-Mutor 119]. Hence, if we as-
sume that Google Street View is one grand photographic 
“project”, an image database with a captured representa-
tion of 21st-century reality, then as such, it can be treated 
as a tool of sentimental throwbacks and an opportunity to 
visit those places around the world, which are a shame to 

13 In one of its issues, the British fashion magazine “Hot and Cool” published a session 
compiled of random people captured by the Google Map Street View cameras [Fiction; 
Chmielewska-Szlajfer].
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leave, even if the journey takes place without leaving your 
own room. 

Over 10 years ago, in her film Faceless, the artist Manu 
Luksch made an attempt to execute her right to manage 
her image. Having obtained the data featuring the visual 
recording of her person, she received the city surveillance 
footage with blurred out faces. The result was a story 
about people devoid of identities, constituting a kind of 
transposition of the real world and people. “Live webcams 
from around the world” [WorldCam] allow us to see it 24/7. 
Is it even possible to regain control over your own im-
age? According to the portal CrimeFeed.com, an average 
American is caught on a security camera 75 times a day 
[“How”]. The virtual world, which is an adaptation of the 
real world, is comprised of billions of photos; although we 
are in them, we often do not know about their existence. 
But “should you be alarmed if, at this moment alone, 3 
billion other users are sharing in your condition?” [Rosz-
kowska].

Translated by Katarzyna Szuster-Tardi
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