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We would like to thank all of the artists
who have contributed to this exhibition
and publication project for their enthu-
siastic collaboration: Zoé Aubry, Sara
Bezovsek, Viktoria Binschtok, Sara Cwynar,
Eamonn Freel x Lynski, Dina Kelberman,
Michael Mandiberg, Joiri Minaya, Simone
C Niquille, Jon Rafman, Jenny Rova, Hito
Steyerl, Noura Tafeche and Ellie Wyatt. We
would also like to thank Idil Galip, james
taylor-foster, Natalie Kane, MayaB. Kronic,
Ledn Muiiz Santini, Sonja Palade, Stan
Portus and Katrina Sluis for their inspir-
ing text contributions. Our appreciation
and gratitude also go to those who con-
tributed their personal stories, sharing
with us how they have been lured and ul-
timately cheated by images: Ann-Christin
B, Clara B, Anna K, Augustin L, Eran N,
Laura P, Matthias P and Gaia T. A big thank
you to all of those who contributed to the
[permanent beta] online platform with
their experiments, projects, conversations
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and reflections: Gretchen Andrew, Michelle
Becker, Annet Dekker, Yulia Fisch, Jakob
Ganslmeier, Matthias Griindig, Nadine Isa-
belle Henrich, Christoph Knoth, Marie-Luise
Mayer, Patrizia Munforte, Jovana Pavlovié,
Sebastian Schmieg, Lina Schwarzenberg,
Catherine Troiano and Ana Zibelnik. And to
Leonardo Angelucci and Sabrina Cerea - de-
sign studio UNSTATED - for creating the
digital experience of [permanent beta] as
well as the publication and some truly in-
spiring extras. And, not least, to the team
of Fotomuseum Winterthur for working
through every task behind the scenes, in-
cluding all those significant steps that go
unseen.

Thanks also to you for taking the time
to read our words and images. Have fun ex-
ploring, getting lost and finding the unex-
pected along the way!

Nadine Wietlisbach
Director Fotomuseum Winterthur
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THE LURE OF THE IMAGE IN

The Lure of the Image explores the seductive powers of
photographic images online, investigating how attrac-
tion and desire, affect and drive are embedded in con-
temporary visual culture. The project comprises an ex-
hibition, a printed publication and an online platform,
but also follows and builds upon years of constant in-
stitutional engagement with digital transformations in
photography.

Fotomuseum Winterthur has strategically focused
on the development of digital images and the role they
play in our networked and algorithmic culture since 2015.
Underlying this move is the uncompromising conviction
that a contemporary photography institution has a duty
to stay attuned to the evolving roles and manifestations
of photographic images. The transformations that digi-
tal technologies have brought to the photographic me-
dium are not just technical in nature, but also increas-
ingly pervasive social, cultural, political and economic
shifts that shape the production, circulation and con-
sumption of photographic images. From digital manip-
ulation to internet image exchange, from smartphone
photography to machine vision, from photorealistic
computational graphics to algorithmic agency in Al sys-
tems, digital images have become the dominant forms of
visual culture today. They play a crucial role in shaping
economies of attention on social media, move the emo-
tions of global viewers across networks and screens at
unprecedented speeds, and have become powerful tools
for political propaganda shared across the internet.

These changes in the medium ultimately throw into
question and reshape the notion of the museum itself,
including ways of exhibiting and collecting images, and
Fotomuseum Winterthur has actively embraced an en-
gagement with their impact. As printed photographs
leave the pages of books or the walls of exhibition spaces
to inhabit social media feeds, game software and Al
processes, how can the institution rethink its physical
form? And how can the institution itself adapt to the
shift of images to digital and online spaces? Over the
years, Fotomuseum Winterthur has developed various
strategies and experimented in a number of different
formats, thereby drawing on the idea of the museum as
a site for knowledge production — both through exhibi-
tions and publication channels, but also by creating
online spaces dedicated to the research, production

[PBIA.1
[PBIA.2

NETWORKED VISUAL CULTURE



Foreword

2025 [PB]A.1

The Lure of the Image in Networked Visual Culture 2025 [PB]A.2

and presentation of the mutating properties of all things
photographic.

The experimental format SITUATIONS (2015-21)
played with the possibilities of a media lab and exhibi-
tion format within the museum, where the physical rooms
of the institution ran in parallel with a dedicated online
platform (situations.fotomuseum.ch) - working as com-
plementary and intertwined domains that brought to-
gether artworks and vernacular positions, events and
exhibitions, photographic history and contemporary im-
age culture. It also set out to find experimental ways of
merging exhibition with discourse, inspired by the writ-
ings on Fotomuseum Winterthur’s blog Still Searching
(2012-23), a discursive online platform that hosted some
of the most relevant and timely conversations around
photography, its networked and computational forms, and
increasingly complex representational politics. Screen
Walks (2020-25), created in collaboration with The
Photographer’s Gallery in London, engaged the format of
the livestream as a medium where artists, researchers
and curators could explore the digital spaces in which
their core practice takes place. It used the possibilities
of screen-sharing functions and live video streaming to
investigate digital and online image spaces that it would
not be possible to experience physically within the mu-
seum: from images on online marketplaces to profile pic-
tures on dating apps, from photorealistic game worlds
to photography on social media. Last but not least, from
its engagement with networked images, Fotomuseum
Winterthur has developed a unique focus on image and
media literacy, expanding its educational offers to in-
clude knowledge-exchange around the most recent image
phenomena through dedicated formats for teenagers and
young adults.

All of these projects and experiments were con-
ducted by combining a critical approach to the investi-
gation of the photographic medium with a creative and
playful attitude. This allowed Fotomuseum Winterthur to
recontextualise its understanding of itself as an insti-
tution for present-day photography, structurally incor-
porating discursive processes and research within a cul-
tural institution and an art museum. The year 2025 marks
the tenth year of this strategic institutional focus on
‘post-photography’, networked images and algorithmic
imaging systems: ten years of asking what photography
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is or has become or will be; ten years of disassembling and
reassembling every brick and every pixel of Fotomuseum
Winterthur. 2025 is also the year in which the bricks of
its building have literally been taken down and put up
again, namely in a process of renovation as well as the
creation of a new and expanded exhibition space. And the
museum is set to re-open its doors with The Lure of the
Image, confirming its unwavering commitment to explor-
ing contemporary digital and networked images.

The Lure of the Image is an ambitious project that,
through its multiple physical and online components,
investigates the contemporary conditions of algorithmic
and networked images and their abilities to create af-
fective and emotional relations as they circulate online:
from building systems of belief and shaping political
identities, to driving economies based on viewer atten-
tion, engagement and reactions. Such themes are the
central focus of the upcoming re-opening exhibition at
Fotomuseum Winterthur. These powers of the image are
having a global impact, yet at the same time are becom-
ing increasingly hard to resist or even to notice. If tra-
ditional photography has always been able to attract,
lure and capture our gaze, to subtly seduce us and influ-
ence our views on the world it portrays, contemporary
digital and networked images seem to have created a
different, if not totalising relation with the viewer.

Thirst traps, cursed images, sludge content, ASMR,
hatewatching: a whole new vocabulary surrounds the
world of contemporary image phenomena that have incor-
porated mechanisms of lure, capture and control. Through
their algorithmic properties and the platforms on which
they circulate, these images create attachments we de-
pend on, despite their fragility and ephemerality. Images
offer intimacy, promises of comfort and community. They
help solidify and circulate ideological views. And they
shape and envision lifestyles and identities for us to
aspire to, envy, enact and live vicariously. Their affec-
tive dimensions stir desires, compulsions and obsessions.
Due to their circulatory processes, they become enmeshed
in algorithmic environments that are driven by a capi-
talist attention economy set out to exploit the ambigu-
ous properties of photographic images and meanings.
It is here, where the representational layer of images is
combined with image operations encoded in their soft-
ware, that the lure shifts from a surface level to the
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non-representational and often undetectable side of the
image: data extraction and the analysis of our online
activity tailor what appears on our feeds to individual
preferences, crafting a personalised experience that is
designed to sustain engagement and drive consumption.
Desire is manufactured through seductive narratives and
aspirational worlds, inviting viewers to imagine them-
selves within these carefully curated frames that are
first and foremost crafted to generate value. In digital
economies, value is increasingly measured in terms of
visibility and engagement: viral images influence trends,
shape collective identities and seamlessly translate cul-
tural capital into economic value. Brands and creators
leverage visual content to monetise attention, reinforc-
ing a competitive cycle where attraction, manipulation
and consumption blur. Images are therefore increasingly
instrumentalised to ensnare viewers in a cycle where
they are subtly guided toward specific actions, emotions
and opinions.

In her 2019 hit song 7 Rings, pop star Ariana Grande
sings ‘I see it, I like it, I want it, I got it’. These four
moments, apart from making a catchy chorus that hooks
the listeners, also articulate the cycle of the lure of
the image. Exploring the complex dynamics of attraction
(‘I see it’), emotion (‘I like it’), desire (‘I want it’) and
value extraction (‘I got it’), The Lure of the Image invites
a closer look at the mechanisms that shape our percep-
tions, emotions, desires and choices within a landscape
where images are both inescapable and transformative.
The fourteen artistic positions presented in the exhibi-
tion and assembled in this publication all interfere in
this attention-seeking and capitalist-driven cycle to
critically investigate, creatively or humorously subvert,
or to actively resist the lure(s) of the image.

Sara Cwynar’s Scroll 1 (2020) draws us into the
contemporary landscape of networked images circulat-
ing online as fragments stripped of their original con-
texts, compiled in media environments that are designed
to provide a dense and continuous flow of images.
Mimicking our social media feeds, the viewer experi-
ences the platform logics that keep us glued to our
screens, as well as a sense of overwhelm and disorien-
tation caused by the online visual abundance. The instabi-
lity of photographic meaning in such online environments
is explored by Viktoria Binschtok, who investigates the
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ubiquitous role of emoji in digital communication in
her series Digital Semiotics (2024-25). Binschtok traces
how digital symbols enhance messages, shape public dis-
course or circumvent political censorship, all the while
emphasising how these simplistic, easy-to-use codes shape
and nurture complex conversations through sharing, se-
quencing and context, and so potentially foster solidarity
and activism.

That photographic images online considerably shape
the way we see and present ourselves, capitalising on
and therefore defining what is considered beautiful, de-
sirable and appealing, is at the centre of the works of
Jenny Rova and Eamonn Freel x Lynski. Rova’s A MILF
DREAM — My Matches on Tinder (2024) humorously exposes
the tension between personal desire and the increasingly
algorithmic curation of self-image in online dating. Her
hand-crafted collages weave together photographic el-
ements from her resulting Tinder matches, transforming
them into projections of potential physical and romantic
connections while at the same time revealing the stand-
ardised visual language with which we aim to maximise
our own desirability and social appeal. In their video
work In the Future, Everything Will Be a Trend for 15
Seconds (2024), Freel x Linsky further explore this dy-
namic, exposing how beauty culture is caught between
the desire to conform to globalised ideals and the si-
multaneous urge to stand out through niche trends. Freel
x Lynski envision a dystopian loop, where individuals end-
lessly adopt and discard trends, performing them in real-
time through augmented reality (AR) filters. Their work
comments on the blurring of the boundaries between iden-
tity, performance and the capitalist systems that perpet-
uate this cycle.

While exploring themes related to beauty, Joiri
Minaya’s artistic practice focuses on the colonial legacy
embedded within its cultural conception, further expos-
ing the racial and gendered biases that are encoded
within technological systems and reinforced through on-
line databases and search results. Logics of voyeurism,
exoticism and objectification specifically affect the
bodies of women of colour, as Minaya’s exploration of
Caribbean identity, stereotypes and body politics demon-
strates. Both #dominicanwomengooglesearch (2016) and
Divergences (2020-22) aim to subvert a racist and sexist
gaze encoded within visual technologies, in order to
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break free from the oppressive constraints of photo-
graphic representation that has rendered these bodies
appropriable, consumable and exploitable to the desires
of a white gaze. This bias is also at the core of Michael
Mandiberg’s project Taking Stock (2024), which examines
millions of stock photographs and their commonly gener-
ic, stereotypical representations using machine learn-
ing. As these images form the foundation of datasets
used to train AI image generators, their uniformity and
embedded biases are inherited by Al systems. The ghostly
portraits that surface in Mandiberg’s densely layered
prints and hypnotic video sequences expose our contem-
porary visual culture as one that is haunted by a capi-
talist ideology that dictates norms, values and the dom-
inating politics of visibility.

A capitalist haunting is also reflected in Simone
C Niquille’s Chair Motion Studies (2025), in which the
artist deconstructs the effects of photorealistic mun-
danity to reveal how a seemingly inconspicuous object
like a mass-produced IKEA chair exerts influence by
blending seamlessly into the imaging of everyday life.
By imagining a speculative evolution of the virtual Bertil
chair, Niquille exposes a quiet yet pivotal transforma-
tion whose authority lies not in spectacle but in its
ability to remain unnoticed.

What is the power, then, to resist these hauntings
that shape our perception, emotions and desires? Hito
Steyerl’s Strike (2010) offers the most radical form of
resistance: the complete withdrawal from systems of rep-
resentation altogether. In this short but powerful video
work, we witness the artist as she shatters the surface
of a screen using a hammer and chisel. With one simple
yet deliberate gesture, Steyerl reminds us of the hidden
structures and power dynamics of visual representation,
urging us to reclaim agency and push back against the
lure of the image. An altogether different and collective
form of resistance is at the heart of Zoé Aubry’s #Ingrid
(2022), whichartistically capturesandarchivesahashtag
movement that unfolded on social media in response to
the femicide of Ingrid Escamila Vargas. In protest at how
the press sensationalised photographs of the victim’s
mutilated body, activists not only took to the streets,
but also flooded social media with beautiful images, us-
ing the hashtag of Ingrid’s name in an attempt to rid the
internet of the gruesome photos.
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Dina Kelberman’s The Wave (2025) is something of a tran-
sition into the last section of the exhibition, which ex-
plores the darker underbelly of visual online culture.
For this immersive installation, the artist collected
thousands of ASMR sponge videos from Instagram, orga-
nising them from ‘soothing’ to ‘abrasive’. The resulting
cacophony of sounds and visuals amplifies the original
ASMR experience, exposing the complex tensions lurking
within this audiovisual phenomenon that captivates our
senses through its aesthetic allure, sonic landscapes
and hypnotic repetition.

Jon Rafman’s video triptych Egregore I, II and III
(2021) delves into the disturbing and equally fascinating
allure of ‘cursed images’: authorless, unsettling images
that distort the familiar through a surreal displacement
of objects into unthinkable contexts, glitches or optical
errors. Sourcing them from the internet and animating
them, Rafman exploits their power to simultaneously at-
tract and repel, luring the viewer into an unsuccessful
search for meaning and context.

Shifts in meaning and context are also at the cen-
tre of the artistic investigations of Sara Bezovsek and
Ellie Wyatt. BezovSek’s ongoing series A Life of Its Own
(2023-) highlights how memetic content seamlessly
blends entertainment, ideology and politics, reinforcing
the slippery nature of digital narratives. Exploring how
popular movies transform online into memes, GIFs and
remixes, Bezovsek tracks how scenes are turned into me-
metic fragments that gain a life of their own as they
leave their source context and circulate online - where
they not only take on new meanings but are easily repur-
posed for various social and political agendas. Wyatt’s
cherrypicker (2021), in turn, explores how photographic
images circulating in low resolution shape belief systems
and become the foundation for conspiracy theories,
apocalypse myths and celebrity cults. The work shows how
blurry, manipulated images direct viewers’ attention
through seemingly scientific graphic elements, creating
spaces for ‘alternative truths’ through their poor qual-
ity and unstable interpretation.

Perhaps the most unsettling revelation comes in
Noura Tafeche’s Annihilation Core Inherited Lore (®@®)#
(2023-), where the aesthetics of cuteness — pastel plush-
ies, manga fan art, doe-eyed characters, and viral content
such as memes or online dance challenges — become vehicles
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for military propaganda, violence and alt-right ideology.
Drawing on an extensive archive of over 30,000 files, Tafeche
exposes how seemingly innocent imagery can be weap-
onised to disguise and disseminate harmful narratives.

From the very beginning, the question of who - or
what - the lure is, which mechanisms it implements and
which (image) forms it assumes has shaped the core of
this research, which unfolded over the course of three
years and over different spaces and formats, among them
the online platform permanentbeta.network. Created in
2022, the [permanent beta] platform served as a vessel
for the curatorial and artistic research around The Lure
of the Image. Hosting reflections by the curators of
Fotomuseum Winterthur, essay contributions from theo-
rists and work in progress by invited artists, it also
features creative and experimental series of online posts
that played with the possibilities of the online space.
Cheated by an Image, for example, is a compilation of
short audio contributions from artists, curators, re-
searchers and experts from the field of photography and
visual culture, sharing their personal stories and inti-
mate confessions about how images lure, seduce and de-
ceive. Each voice message — incorporated into this publi-
cation as transcripts — is accompanied by a soundtrack
composed by the musicians Maria Chiara Argird and
Riccardo Chiaberta. The series of Accidental Discoveries
is a collection of screenshots of definitions that help
map the territory of the contemporary lure of the image,
identifying the terms, vernacular neologisms and phe-
nomena, spanning from widespread to hyper-niche, that
are connected to it. Rather than attempting to define a
coherent glossary, the curatorial team intuitively gath-
ered terms, short reflections and quotes from various
sources — from academic contributions to popular cul-
ture. The series The Conversational Image presented con-
versations on messaging apps between curators, artists
or theorists that take an image as its starting point.
The format engages social media platforms not only for
circulating images, but also for sharing thoughts and
having conversations around them. It acknowledges the
fact that all practices of photography have been trans-
formed by smartphones and apps — from how we take im-
ages to how we encounter them, speak about and contex-
tualise them. Another example was the series Sponge
Project, where artist Dina Kelberman was invited to vi-
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sualise her work in progress for the final artwork The
Wave, which contains all of her weekly live streamed ‘of-
fice hours’. Every Friday, for about six months, the artist
shared her process of categorising more than 5,000 ASMR
sponge videos appropriated from Instagram, while invit-
ing viewers to interact with her through a chat. More
contributions from artists and researchers are available
on the online platform (permanentbeta.network), for
readers who wish to further explore broader reflections
surrounding The Lure of the Image project.

Over time, we have come to define and accept our
‘lead suspect’ and ulterior protagonist of the show as a
slippery shapeshifter — not least thanks to the variety
of the invaluable and significant investigations from all
the contributors navigating the complex terrain of con-
temporary visual culture. Due to its ability to slip into
endlessly different (in)visible roles, while donning var-
ious masks, the lure inherently defies conclusive cat-
egorisation. Similarly, our research remains in an in-
termediate state, shaped by subjective and collective
perspectives, and with the knowledge in mind that it will
continue to evolve as long as images circulate online.
The Lure of the Image is therefore meant as a provisional
mapping of the typologies, practices and phenomena of
the digital lure in contemporary visual culture, provid-
ing the reader and viewer with a set of investigative
tools to engage in their own hunt for the lure as they
critically and creatively examine the visual material they
are immersed in online.

Marco De Mutiis, Gwendolyn Féassler,
Doris Gassert, Alessandra Nappo
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