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Abstract 
This paper will explore the aesthetics of the pixelated scenes 
relayed across the globe by streaming webcams. It will ex-
amine the mesmerising and transportative powers that these 
shimmering pixels possess – what is it that makes them po-
etic, and how does this differ from other types of vicarious 
travel? It will investigate the ways in which our experience of 
temporal and spatial relationships shift - how our perception 
of place undergoes a transformation as the line between 
‘here’ and ‘there’ becomes blurred and suggest that a new 
digital and vicarious aesthetic has evolved to exist within the 
wider context of travel imagery. 
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Introduction 
Our perception of place undergoes a transformation, when 
we look at a scene through a webcam, as the distinction be-
tween ‘here’ and ‘there’ is reconfigured – it is as if, in a 
sense, we are there, even though our bodies remain here. 
Indeed, the digital wiring of the world effectively collapsed 
geographical distance, with a virtual map of webcams offer-
ing us a chance to connect in real-time with remote, yet 
carefully framed, landscapes. This compression of time and 
space has allowed us to become computer-chair tourists, 
able to embark upon a Grand Tour while never having to 
step outside our front door. 
This paper will explore the spatio-temporal poetics that can 
be experienced when viewing a live webcam. In order to ex-
amine the aesthetics of this merging of space and time, it will 
trace a path through history touching upon ancient times, 
then progressing through the eighteenth and nineteenth cen-
turies and on to the digitally connected, global world that we 
live in today. It will conclude with the notion that in this day 
and age, we are witness to a new digital, vicarious, poetic 
experience – a new sublime. 

Vicarious Experience 
When we gaze upon the frozen landscape of Iceland’s 
Jökulsárlón glacier via a webcam, we undertake a virtual 
journey . But can we really call it a journey? There is no du1 -
ration spent getting from A to B, which is a vital component 
of the experience of travel – no equivalent to a road, train or 
plane trip. As Paul Virilio puts it, today’s technology has ush-
ered in a time: 

whereby everything arrives without having to leave, the 
nineteenth century’s elimination of the journey (that is, of the 
space interval and of time) combining with the abolition of 
departure at the end of the twentieth, the journey thereby 
losing its successive components and being overtaken by 
arrival alone [1] 

However, the immersive, virtual landscape and its accompa-
nying virtual ‘journey’ are not recent phenomena. Their histo-
ry extends from the prehistoric cave paintings of Lascaux 
and the frescos of ancient Rome through to the nineteenth 
century’s panoramas, and on to today’s virtual- reality com-
puter-simulated environments. A further history comprises an 
amalgamation of the real and the virtual: the Claude glass  2

(the seventeenth and eighteenth-century painters’ tool that 
captured the reflected landscape and transformed it into a 
tinted picturesque scene), photography, and, of course, 
present day’s webcam. 
During the nineteenth century, the representation of distant 
lands underwent a major transition, as new inventions al-
lowed the mediated experience to shift in both a spatial and 
temporal sense. The panorama  was the first form of mass 3

media entertainment. A hugely popular spectacle, it ap-
peared in many large cities throughout Europe, the US, Aus-
tralia, and New Zealand. Its highly illusionistic, immersive 
effects offered city dwellers, whom the majority were unable 
to afford the pleasures of travel, the opportunity to experi-
ence faraway and exotic locations, albeit in a remediated 
manner. Perspective techniques had to be adapted to deal 
with the painting’s curvature, and spectators, no longer an-
chored at a fixed point, could walk about the platform and 
reorient themselves to a view that encircled them. 
The contemporary telematic vehicle of vicarious travel, the 
webcam, did not appear until in 1991, two hundred years 
after the panorama’s birth. The first, the Trojan Room Coffee 
Cam  set up in Cambridge University’s Computer Science 4

Department, allowed the researchers to see if a coffee pot in 
a staff room was full, and therefore, whether or not it was 

 Live from Iceland, http://www.livefromiceland.is/webcams/jokulsarlon/1

 The Claude glass, also referred to as the black mirror, was a popular device among nineteenth-century tourists that allowed them to convert their views into 2

Romantic landscapes. However, it was looked down upon by the critic John Ruskin who valued a more direct, authentic view. See Maillet, A. 2004 The Claude 
Glass: Use and Meaning of the Black Mirror in Western Art. Zone Books, New York.

 The panorama was invented in the late-eighteenth century but it was during the nineteenth century that it really came into its own. For an extensive survey on 3

the subject see Oetterman, Stephen. 1997 The Panorama: History of a Mass Medium Zone Books, New York.

 The Trojan Room Coffee Pot Resources website, http://www.cl.cam.ac.uk/coffee/qsf/.4
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worth making the long journey through the building to get a 
cup. 
A year before the Coffee Cam emerged, Jonathan Crary had 
already recognised that: 

most of the historically important functions of the eye are 
being supplemented by practices in which visual images no 
longer have any reference to the position of an observer in a 
‘real’ optically perceived world. If images can be said to refer 
to anything it is to millions of bits of electronic mathematical 
data. Increasingly, visuality will be situated on a cybernetic 
and electromagnetic terrain ... consumed, circulated and 
exchanged globally. [2] 

It did not take many years before the webcam lens-to- com-
puter distance stretched from just mere metres, within Cam-
bridge University, to thousands of kilometres, reaching over 
oceans as it grew in tandem with the rapidly expanding In-
ternet. In the ensuing years, webcams swiftly multiplied, their 
lenses being turned upon both private and public scenes, 
providing views, among others, into people’s homes, onto 
street corners, and of national park vistas. In effect, they 
sprung up wherever anybody felt the inclination to install 
one, a network of mechanical Cyclopes, colonising the plan-
et, to peer into just about anywhere. 
In the twenty-first century, we now can ‘visit’ the other side of 
the world with a mouse click. As Guy Debord proclaims, all 
experience that was once “directly lived” has now become 
“mere representation ... simple images become real beings 
and effective motivations of a hypnotic behaviour”. The spec-
tacle makes “one see the world by means of various special-
ized mediations (it can no longer be grasped directly)” [3]. 

The experience we have of a place, via the webcam, be-
comes a substitute for being there; we are offered a simu-
lacrum. While our bodies may be disconnected from these 
faraway locations, our brains are not; as a mesmerising flow 
of digital images is fed to us in real-time, we experience a 
sense of being present in two places at once – we undergo a 
form of telepresence. However, it is a limited form for it only 
possesses two of the three properties that, according to 
Oliver Grau, define telepresence, enabling the viewer to be 
in three places at once: 

a) in the spatio-temporal location determined by the user's 
body, b) by the means of teleperception in the simulated, 
virtual image space [...] and c) by means of teleaction in the 
place. [3] 

In most cases, but no means all , “teleaction” is missing from 5

the equation. However, this incomplete sense of telepres-
ence still possesses a powerful aesthetic quality for it is es-
sentially generated through, as Debord describes it, the 
“privileged” and “mystifiable”, sense of vision [4]. When view-
ing a webcam scene we encounter the poetics of remote 
transmission. Or, as Andrew Utterson describes it, “we expe-
rience exotic geographies through a profound metaphoriza-
tion, revelling not in representation but in evocation, a 
stream of referents interiorized within the Internet’s transcul-
tural, simulatory domain” [5]. 
Webcams, directed at sublime, simultaneous views  of na6 -
ture’s spectacles, are capable of enchanting us. Framed 
within our computer screen, we encounter a hyper-real vi-
sion of nature; at times, more capable of evoking the experi-
ence of the romantic sublime than one would experience if 

 Some webcams, for instance the Blue Mountains webcam http://www.captiveye-scenicworld.com/camera/camera.htm allows the viewer to operate the cam5 -
era’s pan and zoom movements for a short duration.

 Webcams deliver their images in a variety of ways; some are video streaming while others produce jpegs at consistent intervals, ranging from one second 6

through to hourly or even longer.
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Figure 1: Gallery installation shot of Lake Rotoiti exhibition



actually standing upon a shore. Often, like a staffage figure 
in a Caspar David Friedrich landscape painting, an unsus-
pecting sightseer may wander into a scene who provides not 
only a sense of scale but also a point that we can vicariously 
project ourselves onto. 
The series Lake Rotoiti (five 2 x 1.5 metres photomedia 
prints) is based on images I originally gleaned from a web-
cam directed at a sublime scene in New Zealand’s South 
Island. Four of the five images contain figures with their 
backs to the camera, ranging from a lone viewer gazing out 
on to the lake reminiscent of Friedrich’s The Wanderer, to 
small groups and even a large crowd contemplating the 
spectacle. Referring to Friedrich’s paintings, Barbara Maria 
Stafford suggests that figures who turn “their backs on the 
viewer to gaze” produce an “emotional and cognitive inac-
cessibility ... profoundly subversive, thwarting the beholder’s 
natural impulse to simulate the figures’ expressions and so 
comprehend the situation. Uncertainty and ambiguity 
reign.” [6]. 
The light reflecting into the Lake Rotoiti webcam’s lens is 
reconstituted into pixels, which are then formed into blocks 
of colour by a jpeg compression algorithm . These “underly7 -
ing aesthetics of current imaging techniques”, writes Sean 
Snyder, “play a role in establishing a sense of authenticity. 
Whether this is true or not, data compression results in the 
disintegration of image quality, leaving space for interpreta-
tion (or over-interpretation).” (Sydner 2008). To emphasise 
the images’ digital construction and remediation, 

I reprocess them by further compression . In an unusual 8

contrast of techniques, after this deliberate degradation, the 
computer is used as a digital darkroom to reference the his-
tory of landscape representation; I mimic traditional photo-
graphic techniques, such as controlling contrast, burning in 
the image edges (a common landscape photography prac-
tice), and enhancing tones within localised areas. Then, 
once again, the images are remediated; removed from the 
screen, they shift from the digital realm to the analogue; out-
put as prints, the digital artefacts are even further accentuat-
ed due to their large scale. When seeing the images from a 
distance, they first appear as conventional photographic 
landscapes, but, as one nears, their digital foundation clearly 
emerges. 

The Aesthetics of Binary Transmission 
Webcams, such as the one pointed at the glacier Jökulsár-
lón, possess a hypnotic quality. This remediated light, re-
flected from an icy land at the top of the world, is trans-
formed into luminous pixels of serene blues and soft greys 
that lull us into a kind of reverie. The seductive quality of 
these glowing pixels can be paralleled with other optical de-
vices from the seventeenth, eighteenth and nineteenth cen-
turies that, as Stafford explains: 

played a key role in this dialectical process of joining earthly 
to the unearthly experiences. Specifically, the technologies 
of projection, magnification, and transparency made it pos-

 This algorithm reduces the size of a digital file through a lossy process; data is discarded in order to make it faster to transmit over the Internet. Pixels within a 7

particular tonal range are grouped together, which gives a particular ‘block’ look to the resulting image. Mpeg compression is the moving image equivalent.

 This emphasis of the digital artefacts of compression is a method Thomas Ruff also uses in his series Jpegs (2004– 2007). This series investigates digital 8

images’ pervasiveness within our lives, and the ways in which they are disseminated and are received by us. Ruff appropriated the majority of images from the 
Internet, though some are photographs that he took himself.
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Figure 2: Lake Rotoiti #3 with detail



sible to permeate tangible substances with intangible light 
[7] 

Webcams are at times enchanting instruments, capable of 
placing viewers under a spell. Thomas J. Campanella de-
scribes them as: 

liminal devices ... because they are only briefly separated 
from the pulse and hue of life – for a time at least – they are 
infused with a touch of magic … they ‘map’ reality onto cy-
berspace, and vice versa [8] 

In the view of Jökulsárlón, movement of the water’s swift 
current and the shifting sunlight is rendered in fluctuating 
digital blocks formed as the algorithm performs its process of 
deconstruction and reconstruction, while other areas of the 
image remain relatively static like the frozen land they depict. 
In 2001, Lev Manovich pointed out that for all the enthusi-
asm surrounding the precision and slickness of digital imag-
ing, it was the aesthetic of compression with its poor image 
quality that dominated. He predicted that this would change 
as wider bandwidth and higher definition became more 
widespread [9]. Now, thirteen years later, the volume of 
global Internet traffic grows exponentially by the day , and 9

the enhanced quality and higher resolution of the relayed, 
instantaneous image is following in its wake . Unsurprising10 -
ly, the push for this greater verisimilitude comes from the 
realm of commerce as the physical offices of today evolve 
into the telepresent workstations of tomorrow . However, 11

volume tends to increase with greater access, and conse-
quently, algorithmic compression will continue to be around 
for some time. Nevertheless, this digital aesthetic may even-
tually be remembered as a quaint characteristic of our time. 

Framing Space and Time 
Renaissance man Alberti’s single-point perspective, a 
method of representing three-dimensional space on a two- 
dimensional plane, was based upon a framed grid that the 
painter (and later, the viewer) considered an image as if 
through a window (Alberti 1435). Not only a technique, linear 

perspective was also a concept that rationalised and re-
moved the body from human vision. This paradigm, Crary 
claims, shifted in the nineteenth century when optical de-
vices, such as the panorama, stereoscopic, magic lanterns 
and other viewing apparatuses, introduced new means of 
viewing the world (Crary 1990). In the twenty-first century, a 
computer is capable of having multiple webcam views and 
perspectives framed upon its screen simultaneously. Al-
though nineteenth-century optical devices and webcams 
may vary in methods of virtualisation, they all possess mes-
merising, transporting powers. All incorporate a hybrid of 
physical and virtual space, even if the friction that exists be-
tween these two spaces manifests itself in different manners. 
Furthermore, all these devices bring the exterior into the in-
terior, and impart to their respective viewers a scopic sense 
of control, a form of visually tying down an increasingly com-
plex world. Each presents a vicarious experience; they offer 
the viewer a chance to escape their confines and extend 
their visual horizons, enabling new ways of perceiving the 
wider world. 
“Like the window, the screen is at once a surface and a 
frame”, Anne Friedberg states, “a ‘virtual window’ that 
changes the materiality of built space, adding new apertures 
that dramatically alter our conception of space and (even 
more radically) of time” [10]. Alberti’s window is a mode that 
may well have become outmoded. 

My art practice explores this relationship between physical 
and virtual space, as I endeavour to visualise and spatialise 
temporality. The installation Now How Far comprised a 
small, darkened room where within two monitors diagonally 
faced each other, each displaying a live webcam video-feed 
of a view looking out Jökulsárlón glacier. Viewers would en-
ter the space and stand between the two monitors, sand-
wiched between two mirror images that relayed in real- time 
from the top to the bottom of the world. A sound, which at 

 For more information see Mitchell, S. and P. Spencer. 2012. Work-Life Innovation: The Role of Networked Technologies. Cisco IBSG, San Jose. 11.9

 In July 2013, Japan tested 4K television streams over the Internet, refer http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/technology-22872891.10

 For more information see Duffy, Frank. 2008. “Justifying Place in an Increasing Virtual World” In Work and the City. Black Dog Publishing, London. 56-59.11
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Figure 4: Head in the Clouds, conceptualisation

Figure 3: Adrift, conceptualisation



first seemed to be of waves breaking upon a shore or per-
haps wind whirling through trees, permeated the space. 
However, on closer attention, one could hear the blips and 
crackles that revealed it to be electrical static noise, a sound-
track looping that I created through mixing together layers of 
differently pitched white noise, their amplification undulating. 

To further test and extend the ideas within this installation, 
and experiment more with the properties of the panorama, I 
have created two further installation designs. The first (work-
ing title All Lost at Sea) consists of two semi-circular screens 
(see illustration) facing towards each other so as to form a 
bisected circle that the viewer is able to enter or exit through 
the two openings. On to each screen is projected of a live 
view of the sea, one the mirror image of the other, in the 
manner of a panorama this work will circumscribe the viewer. 

The second design (working title Head in the Clouds) is a 
sphere (see illustration) that viewers move into to find them-
selves engulfed by sky, staring into a live transmission of 
infinite space yet simultaneously facing the digital surface of 
its rendering. The desired effect being that the viewer is dis-
orientated - vicariously present within a real-time digital rep-
resentation of the sky, in a sense suspended, horizonless 
and landless. The sky’s immateriality rendered material in 
the obvious digital compression and the pixels’ patterning 
and flickering, a tension created between the infinite and the 
bounded. 

Whilst the photomedia series Lake Rotoiti documents single 
moment (telescoped snapshots reworked), the installations, 
however, present a real-time, immersive experience, albeit 
rendered into an ever-changing stream of pixels. As en-
closed (or semi-enclosed) spaces they relocate the exterior 
into the interior, with the converging temporalities of the 
viewer and the viewed creating a poetics of simultaneity. 
This quality of magically remediating and inverting space in 
real-time is analogous with that of the camera obscura. Both 
Crary and Stafford describe the sense of enchantment that 
viewers experienced when encased in a camera obscura.  

Many contemporary accounts [...] single out as its most im-
pressive feature its representation of movement. Observers 
frequently spoke with astonishment of the flickering images 
within the camera [2] 

There is an element of enchantment; an otherworldly state to 
be found when one is encapsulated within a shimmering 
space, as Stafford states: 

the camera obscura's fanciful hyperimages revealed what 
was "occulted," or invisible, to the unaided senses - includ-
ing the bizarre contents of the onlooker's imagination. 
Dreamy images - that are false in spite of their magical 
vividness - blended with the watery substance of the be-
holder's reveries [8]. 

As with Now How Far, a mixed, layered digital soundscape 
will be incorporated into each installation. Its aim is to play 
upon the differences between the real and the virtual, and 
aid the viewer’s transcendence into a phantasmagoric 
space. Temporally, both installations will be ever changing, 
as airstreams stir clouds, tides propel waves and light alters 
pixels, yet paradoxically, both will appear seemingly constant 
due to their repetitive and meditative animation. 
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