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Abstract

The article analyzes the changes e�ected by 

new technologies through modifications to the 

concepts of memory and archive focusing on 

the new role of the image.

Memory and Archive

Memory has radically changed with the 

intensification of our relationship with 

technology.

Weakened in all those senses not involved in 

the crossing of the image, memory remains 

tied to those few senses we have most trained.

The memories that shape us into what we are 

becoming, through experience, empathy, and 

personality, have adapted to the sense of sight 

that guides them.

The archive, understood as the collection of 

data and information gathered throughout life, 

for humans is currently dual. On one hand, 

we have an internal archive, to which memory 

refers to retrieve and recall things to the mind; 

on the other, there is the external archive, 

which is a collection of memories that surface 

through material and that accompany memory 

in our constant search for the past, or better, 

our origins.

The archive, both internal and external, has 

been significantly altered by the introduction 

and, more importantly, by the increasingly 

widespread use of digital technology. If the 

internal archive has undergone increasing 

alienation linked to the media and the change 

in perception of those who use it, the external 

archive has changed in a much more visible 

way.

In recent years, with the coexistence and often 

dependence on the Web and particularly on 

Social Media, the external archive, which was 

previously characterized by materiality, is 

vanishing, making way for increasingly digital 

memories, and as such, incorporeal.

Paraphrasing a reflection by Nicholas 

Negroponte[1], we could say that current 

civilization is evolving by eliminating the 

atoms of information, material elements, and 

replacing them with the lighter bits, virtual 

elements. This consideration, together with the 

characteristics inherent to new technologies, 

defines a type of information that, by its 

nature, is not only intangible but also easily 

manipulable and disseminable.

The creation and maintenance of new virtual 

archives is strongly encouraged by companies 

that collect this data in order to create that 

enormous repository of content generated or 

shared by users, called Big Data.

But what does it mean to modify the archive 

and, consequently, memory? Ferraris, in 

the book Total Mobilization[2], proposed 

the example of Alzheimer’s, which is not 

interpreted as the loss of a faculty, memory, 

but rather as a pathology that a�ects various 

elements, such as identity, skills, and thought.

Thought, considered as the ability to reason 

about given elements, frequently uses the 

archive through memory, and this is why it is 

heterogeneous, as no archive can be identical 

to another.

Assuming these considerations are correct, 

the changes made to the archive through 

technology can alter the dynamics of thought.

The immortality of the image
By Lorenzo Di Silvestro e Cristina Iurissevich
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On the Web, the birth of Social Media has 

really changed human behavior. The first 

examples of virtual individual expression, such 

as Forums, involved the use of Nicknames, 

which meant creating virtual avatars distinct 

from the real person or, at least, not directly 

linked to them. Anonymity provided the 

possibility to communicate without exposing 

oneself personally, with a consequent greater 

freedom to reveal oneself. Now, in the social 

medium, it is more e�ective and common to 

share images and, with them, one’s own body.

What is by nature immaterial, through the 

bodies, tends to live in the materiality of the 

users.

Perception

In the perception of the archive, two 

fundamental elements are involved: the time in 

which it lives and its form.

As far as time is concerned, for example in the 

television medium, the choice of material to 

be broadcast is not subject to the obligatory 

conditioning of the contemporary, creating 

strong temporal asynchronicities. Fiction 

and programs can be reused at any time, 

completely detached from their original period.

The use of the archive at the perceptual level 

has thus created a kind of “eternal present.”

This distorted perception of time has certainly 

been enhanced by the web. Within websites, 

search engines, and even more so in Social 

Media, it is di�cult to understand the dating 

of elements, and more generally, time is not 

seen as a substantial element. The flow of the 

web is fast; new trends don’t even have time 

to emerge before they disappear, so much so 

that we could use the term “eternal past.”

The other element at the base of the 

perception of the archive is its form. Since 

the 1990s, the material supports of memories 

have completely disappeared. The issue of 

bits versus atoms, and their lack of physicality, 

makes them more di�cult to see and “handle.”

The aspect of memories on Social Media 

timelines is the most chaotic, as consultation 

requires a time proportional to the amount 

of content posted, which in some cases 

corresponds to infinite scrolling sessions.

Moreover, the form of the archive is becoming 

increasingly monomedia, even though digital 

technology is characterized by multimedia. 

One medium, however, is constantly growing: 

the image.

The Image

Thirty years ago, neuroscientists Raymond 

and Shapiro[3] coined the term attentional 

blink to define the phenomenon observed 

experimentally when subjects are exposed 

to a rapid sequence of visual stimuli, whether 

textual or photographic. Their study confirmed 

the immediate response to images compared 

to text, calculating an interval between 200 

and 500 milliseconds as the time needed 

to recognize and remember a target visual 

stimulus among a series of distracting visual 

stimuli. This interval was recalculated in 

2010 (shortening it to less than 100ms) by 

Martens and Wyble[4], and just four years later, 

neuroscientist Trafton from MIT[5] reduced it 

further to only 13ms.

This raises a natural question regarding the 

exponential decrease in this time interval: was 

the interval recalculated more accurately, or 

did it actually change so significantly in such 

a short time? Indeed, from 1992 to 2014, the 

capabilities of the visual medium through 

technological tools have changed dramatically.

If, on one hand, this confirms the saying that 
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“a picture is worth a thousand words,” on the 

other hand, it gives us an idea of how our 

brain is bombarded with information—even 

during a compulsive scrolling session on 

modern social media.

Moreover, the study by Glezer et al.[6] 

confirms that even textual content is stored 

in our brain by associating words with a kind 

of visual dictionary, retaining information as 

images. In a way, communicating through 

images helps the brain bypass an additional 

processing layer in the data storage process.

Nowadays, social platforms represent, for 

many, the primary source of “information.” 

Over the past decade, there has been a linear 

increase in the number of users, projected 

to exceed six billion (75% of the world’s 

population)[7].

At the same time, the way platforms are 

used has evolved, where in just ten years, 

textual communication has been almost 

entirely replaced by visual communication, 

even leading to the rise of services almost 

exclusively based on sharing images and short 

videos (Figure 1)[8].

On Facebook, just over 71% of posts are 

images, while only 2.8% of content consists 

of status updates, which were once the 

driving force behind the platform’s success, 

allowing everyone to have a personal diary—

an unusual diary with content far from secret 

(Figure 2)[9].

Messenger users send over 17 billion photos 

per month, while the estimated number of 

daily photo uploads on Instagram is 95 million, 

meaning 2.85 billion new photos are shared 

on Instagram each month[10].

These data clearly indicate a continuously 

growing trend.

Oblivion

The data concerning images demonstrate 

their continuous and undeniable numerical 

growth within the web archive. The cataloging 

of this material is often entirely delegated to 

the proprietary tools of commercial platforms. 

For example, a search engine uses a crawler, 

a software that analyzes and indexes web 

content.

The new data-driven society is certainly 

interested in the proper cataloging of this 

material, as it can be used to build datasets. 

Datasets, which are the foundation of the 

machine learning process, consist of vast 

amounts of data that are cataloged, cleaned, 

and, in the case of so-called supervised 

learning, also labeled. Thanks to these new 

and massive datasets, artificial intelligence 

has reached an unprecedented peak in recent 

years.

While in an individual archive, images become 

a chaotic mass—prone to loss and di�cult to 

organize—in the collective archive, this visual 

medium gains new life through generative art. 

By becoming part of datasets, images can at 

least reemerge in modular form.

Like Frankenstein’s creature[11], a being 

composed of pieces from di�erent deceased 

humans, images uploaded to the web are 

reconstructed through their cataloging in 

datasets, forming new images that, in turn, will 

likely contribute to the creation of future sets.

The potential consequences include an 

unprecedented visual archive, whose 

cataloging and reuse are primarily reserved 

for machines. As they generate new data—

specifically, new images composed using 

elements from real-world images—they will 

inevitably feed on the very content they 

themselves have produced. In this scenario, 
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which is not excessively dystopian, the 

oblivion of images will be definitive, as the 

timeline of this new archive can only be 

described as an “eternal past-present.”

The image is immortal because it is dead yet 

constantly revived. (Figure 3)[12].

Lorenzo Di Silvestro e Cristina Iurissevich

(Accademia di Belle Arti di Catania) 
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