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THE ALLURE OF THE UNREAL:
THE RISE
AND FALL OF DIGITAL TRENDS

Gwendolyn Fassler

A seemingly endless pool of ethereal faces takes hold of the
viewer through seductive eye contact. Their gaze is unfal-
teringly captivatingand fierce. As the faces morphintoeach
other in quick succession, they reveal otherworldly chang-
ing features, accentuated with glitter and blinding high-
lights — two core elements of the ever-transforming make-
up on thoroughly smooth and perfect skin. Occasionally,
alien-like, filigree 3D-elements draw attention to their
temples and fox-eye area. The video work In the Future,
Everything Will Be a Trend for 15 Seconds by visual artist
Eamonn Freel in collaboration with make-up artist Lynski is
mesmerising. It is a parade of a familiar yet elusive perfor-
mance of irresistible perfection — one we unfailingly encoun-
ter as soon as we open any social media app. It is the kind of
perfection that transcends its conceptualisation rooted in
the real world - dazzling, digital and devastating. Coming
face to face with such images of superhuman likeness is as
alluring as it is unsettling — a notion only intensified by the
accompanying synthetic instrumental audio that reinforces
the disembodied essence of the faces staring back at the
viewer through the screen. Which trends, individually inde-
cipherable and largely non-replicable, must we follow to
achieve this level of beauty? Which features are God-given,
which ones have been physically tweaked and which exist
only in the pixel realm? Where do the trends begin and where
do they end?
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The word ‘trend’ is defined as a ‘current style or preference’.!
Something — or someone - that is ‘trending’ is ‘generating or
attracting a lot of interest or attention, especially online and
in social media’.2 Current-day trendsetting is a decentralised
phenomenon shaped by technology and transnational cul-
tural shifts, far-removed from its original top-down mech-
anisms. In the 1920s, Clara Bow, the first modern ‘It girl’,®
significantly paved the way for prominent figures of the
Eurowestern realm to use their image to influence (white)
popular mainstream culture, from Marilyn Monroe and
Twiggy, to Iman and Kylie Jenner.? Since the late 1990s, print
and television have had to give way to social media and the
internet, allowing for beauty trends and body goals to become
increasingly accessible — and to merge internationally as well
as cross-culturally. Platforms like YouTube, Instagram and
TikTok have empowered individuals outside the earlier es-
tablished cultural and entertainment branches to become
the new ‘It personalities’ in the form of beauty gurus, influ-
encers and TikTok stars: ‘Shooting, editing and curating
images is no longer a Hollywood exclusive; it has become an
intimate part of our everyday existence’.® Figures from all
walks of life seem to spearhead innumerable online commu-
nities with various interests and aesthetics. Their common
denominator: the circulation of a desirable image that has
been disciplined to perfection. Itis the type ofimage that has
the power to recruit and capi-
talise on followers by prompt-
—— — ing them to ask how - if — they
remais e merisseos | can generate the same desires
s for themselves and theirimag-

https://aesthetics.fandom.com/wiki/Aesthetics_Wiki inary online audience. In this

mechanism, best described as
a participatory act of looking, the desire to be seen and the
voyeuristic gaze merge.® This mode of looking fundamentally
inhabits Freel and Lynski’s work.

In the last couple of years, we have witnessed a boom
in the emergence of countless online communities, whose
formation and dissolution occur in increasingly accelerated
cycles. Many of these digital communities encompass a per-
son’s habitus in its entirety. And yet, what remains most im-
portantistheirinstantrecognisability through performative
aesthetics, or, as social historian Ellen Atlanta puts it:
‘Aesthetics come before everything, and it is now more im-
portant to show a beautiful life than to actually live one’.”
Pictorially agreed-upon core trends, ranging from fashion
styles and colour schemes to hairdos and eye shapes, result
in what are literally referred to as ‘cores’. These digital de-
rivatives of a once physical subculture are, like their prede-
cessors, ‘sophisticated enough to self-identify’® — only with
the significant difference that the formerly well-established
cultural foundations and contexts have been happily sacri-
ficed for the sake of appearances, maintained across plat-
forms and feeds.
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Historically, subcultures were seen as fleeting symbols of
resistance to the consumption imperative of capitalism.®
However, global cores, from ‘Cottage Core’ and ‘Bubblegum
Coquette’ to ‘Dark Academia’ or ‘Tomato Girl Summer’, illus-
trate how digital subcultures are rapidly reintegrated into
and replicated by mainstream systems. Thisinstant commod-
ification by beauty and fashion brands leads to the real-time
massification and commercialisation of an online niche be-
fore it has fully matured.'’® The resulting cosmos of micro-
crazes within the networked sphere traps individuals in a
never-ending chase for new, attention-grabbing trends, driv-
en by a constant need for reinvention so as to be able to assert
uniqueness in an oversaturated digital world. Dynamic pro-
cesses of appropriation and re-appropriation collapse the
formerly gradual evolution of identity into areal-time system
of instantaneous self-broadcasting.

The online beauty industry holds a paradoxical posi-
tion within this attention economy. On the one hand, it plays
anintegral partin the cultivation and control of the different
trends through algorithmic hyper-categori-
sation such as #beautytokor #nailtok.On the
other, this $500 billion industry™ contributes .
to the disturbing creation of a seemingly sin- -5
gular beauty standard, whose advent was
predicted in 2019 by Jia Tolentino’s detection
of the so-called Instagram Face: a cyborgian
face thatis distinctly white but of ambiguous
ethnicity. It is young, with poreless skin and
plump, high cheekbones; it has cat-like eyes
withlong, cartoonishlashes,asmall,neat nose
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and full, lush lips.” The features of this face evidently appear
in In the Future, Everything Will Be a Trend for 15 Seconds.
Such features are prized for their photogenic qualities — a
new kind of ‘bodily capital’, measured via engagements and
likes. With the right kind of effort, be it physically through
Botox, injectables and plastic surgery, or digitally through
Photoshop, FaceTune and filters, this face can perform better
and better over time.” Today, Instagram Face is a fixed phe-
notype in our offline reality. So much so that it birthed new
medical phenomena, such as ‘Snapchat Dysmorphia’ — a
person’s desire to bring their digitally augmented and fil-
tered version of themselves to life.'

Expanding on this idea, Freel and Lynski conjure up a
dystopian image flow in which individuals perform the latest
beauty trends in real-time through augmented reality (AR)
filters. This vision has almost become reality in the present
day, given the recent evolution of filters, from overt and silly
to scarily undetectable. EffectHouse, TikTok’s platform-
internal AR tool reports: ‘To date, more than 450 effect cre-
ators have published effects on TikTok, inspiring the creation
of more than 1.5 billion videos and garnering over 600 billion
views globally.”"®* While filters such as ‘Which Bread Are You’
feel like a whimsical addition to the ‘Farm Core’ trend, the
‘Perfect Face Filter’ and the ‘Skinny Filter’ tell a different
story. Freel and Lynski’s performing faces undeniably con-
form to the rules dictated by online perfection and yet, they
try to resist by maintaining a sense of unique self-expression
through beauty trends, personified in unglitching technolo-
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gy. It’s a Sisyphean task that obliterates the lines between
short-lived vogues and long-term identity-building as well
as the distinction between physical appearance and tech-
nological self-imaging. It’s an impossible race against the
trend circuit, always chasing the next viral aesthetic, face or
body shape — no matter how much cutting, slicing or stretch-
ing will be required to keep the screen and its audience cap-
tivated. And, if you’re still unsure where to start, how about
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canthopexy, also known as fox-eye-surgery?
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