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them and even wait for them to pass in order to
stage impromptu happenings. 
Treccani isolates these images, documenting
the tension between the different motives
involved: Google’s desire to reconstruct the
world, in which the background is the key
protagonist and human figures become
obstacles to avoid wherever possible; political
preoccupations, and people’s desire for
exposure, laying claim to their right to be
centre stage.
These elements also appear in two works
dedicated to the use of the webcam. Here too,
Treccani’s gaze is limited by another view: that
of his interlocutor’s webcam and internet
connection. The former establishes the shot
while the latter determines the resolution of the
image. In The Illuminated Men, his liberating
gesture consists in arbitrarily choosing to focus
on faces emerging from the darkness, lit only
by the light of the screen (another factor which
is beyond his control). Meanwhile, in Web-
camera, he shifts his attention from the face
(temporarily absent) to the stage which is that
person’s window on the world (more often
than not, an office or bedroom).
Obviously Treccani is not alone in his work. 
His most famous partner is probably the

German photographer Thomas Ruff, who from
his first low resolution jpegs downloaded from
the net, has devoted attention to net porn,
images taken by space probes and even those
generated by software. More generally, in the
age of the explosion of amateur photography
and world-mapping projects, and in a period
when we mostly experience reality in mediated
form, taking photographs of photographs
appears to be one of the most convincing
strategies of – to quote Susan Sontag -
«collecting the world».
The distinctive thing about Treccani’s works is
that on one hand they avoid the strategy of
appropriation, tackling the challenging task of
reconquering the reality that lies beyond its
own reproduction, while on the other they
forge a connection with the first moves in this
direction, and the work of the Italian
photographer Luigi Ghirri in particular. 
What Google has done is to democratize
world vision from an external viewpoint, and
this is the concept on which all of Ghirri’s work
is based; indeed he began taking photographs
after seeing the images of the earth captured
by the spacecraft going to the moon in 1969.
In the preface to his Atlante he writes:

«[…] all possible journeys have already been

described and the itineraries are already
traced. The little oases dear to literature and
the stuff of our hopes have all been described
already and the only possible journey or
discovery seems to be that of discovering
previous discoveries. Similarly, the only
possible journey is now that inside signs,
images: in the destruction of direct
experience» [3]. 

It would be hard to find a better introduction
to Viaggio col mouse: a series of journeys
undertaken on images, the traces of which
are transferred onto other images that, while
belonging to a pre-screen age, we are no
longer able to look at any differently from how
we look at a screen. See for example the
images gathered in the installation In viaggio
#1 dal 06/01/2011 al 20/02/2011 (2011):
two extremes of cartographic representation
are superimposed, describing a journey that
can only be undertaken in the imagination, or
with a mouse. The destruction of direct
experience, however, also paves the way for
some intriguing surprises: like finding signs
where we expected to see places. Alfabeto
per l’edilizia is an artistic project that soon
discovered it had a twin subculture: a
community of people who look for letters of
the alphabet formed by the buildings
photographed by Google Earth satellites. 
This discovery did not render the project
meaningless, but, rather, introduced a further
issue: where does art lie, between tools
which could themselves be viewed as
gigantic artistic projects (such as Street View,
Facebook, YouTube, Chatroulette, and many
more), and vernacular practices that use

these tools with strategies similar to those
adopted by art? Treccani – thus exposing a
conceptual legacy – frequently uses his own
alphabet of images to circumscribe and
describe the process that gave rise to it, or
the “real” place that hosts it in installation
form. His is a constant effort to re-appropriate
reality, that cannot but try to exploit the few
remaining gaps and chinks in an increasingly
pervasive and persuasive panopticon.

[1] Susan Sontag, On Photography, New York 1973. 
[2] Paul Valéry, in Walter Benjamin, Das Kunstwerk im Zeitalter

seiner technischen Reproduzierbarkeit, Frankfurt Am Main
1955. Eng. Trans. The Work of Art in the Age of its
Technological Reproducibility, Belknap Press, Cambridge,
MA 1963 [2008]

[3] Luigi Ghirri, Atlante, in Luigi Ghirri, Parma, 1979, p.75.
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«To collect photographs is to collect the world».

_SUSAN SONTAG [1]

Carloalberto Treccani is a photographer. Which
means he has a healthy obsession with the
device he uses. Photographers were the first
creators of images to use a machine, and they
have always been well aware of this. Yet
Treccani’s device is very different from those
used by the first photographers, and those
that shaped the history of photography in the
twentieth century. I am not talking about the
presumed difference between analogue and
digital photography here, also because
Treccani hardly ever uses a camera – be it
analogue or digital – except for taking pictures
of his completed works. 
Let’s take Alfabeto per l’edilizia for example,
the photographic project he has been working
on since 2006, which consists in a collection

of images of buildings captured by satellite and
mapped onto the earth’s surface by Google
Earth, the global mapping service created by
the well-known American corporation in 2005
and available to anyone, anywhere, with an
internet connection. The artist’s more recent
project Viaggio col mouse (2011) also works
with one of Google’s mapping services,
exploring the system of signs which enables
users to get their bearings and create their
own maps. This series of prints “photographs”
them, isolates them and transfers them onto
printed maps, which conceptually belong to
the pre-Google era but are still available on the
market due to man’s characteristic tendency
to combine past and future in his elusive
present. 
Senza titolo and Google Street View, two
photographic projects of 2010, are based on
yet another service from the same company
which was added to the range in 2007,
extending the gradually forming panopticon
that offers panoramic and navigable visions of
a growing number of places around the world.
Lastly, the installation The Illuminated Men
and the series Web-camera shift their focus
onto the people and places captured by a
computer camera, images we encounter any
time we use a video-chat service. 
As varied as they are, all these projects share a
number of common elements. First and
foremost, they are not generated by a camera,
but by a computer, a computer which is used
not, except marginally, for post-production

purposes, as professional photographers do,
but as a means of production. What the artist
uses is the camera incorporated into his
computer, or even more frequently, a simple
“screen capture” tool. This is Treccani’s explicit
acknowledgement of the fact that we are living
in an era in which the camera is no longer just
an object with certain aesthetic or functional
characteristics, that we can buy, carry with us
and use for a specific purpose, namely to take
photos. Cameras have become ubiquitous.
They are now a basic feature of any computer,
and almost all mobile phones. We are
constantly being filmed – by roadside speed
cameras and videocameras at traffic lights; in
shopping centres and airports, and now also
by a nine-eyed mast mounted on a Google
branded car or trike. From satellites in orbit,
other eyes watch the world; from the ground
and the sky, other eyes are trained on the
universe or the infinitely small. 
Secondly, Treccani does not use his device to

photograph reality, but to capture the device
itself and what it contains: more often than
not, other photographs. With regard to our
technological prosthesis par excellence – a
computer hooked up to the net – this brings to
mind Paul Valéry’s extraordinary prophecy,
quoted by Walter Benjamin at the beginning of
his famous essay:

«Just as water, gas and electricity are brought
into our houses from far off to satisfy our
needs in response to a minimal effort, so we
shall be supplied with visual or auditory
images, which will appear and disappear at a
simple movement of the hand, hardly more
than a sign». [2]

The idea of these sudden apparitions emerges
in Senza titolo, where Treccani takes
advantage of his slow internet connection to
steal some unique snapshots from Google
Street View. Street View is a basically stable and
semi-permanent reconstruction of the world,

variations in which only occur when the system
is updated. In other words, by saving a location
and refreshing the view in question, we could
spend months taking the same photograph – at
least until the image is replaced by another shot
of the same place. The images of Senza titolo,
on the other hand, are irretrievable, because
they were taken at the moment when the image
was loading, in that «fraction of a second when
the image exists yet does not exist». In this way
Treccani succeeds in capturing – from a
seemingly faithful copy of the world – an image
that belongs exclusively to the copy, and not to
the original. It is this disparity that makes it
interesting, that makes it something new.
Here, like in other of Treccani’s works, there is a
singular process of dependence and liberation
from the gaze of an “other” taking place. In this
case the reality that he re-photographs was

captured previously by the nine-eyed mast on a
Google car, but the artist’s worldview differs
from that of Google due to a tiny, unpredictable
technical incident: the collision between the full
technicolour, high resolution world of Street
View and the limits of bandwidth in a small
provincial Italian village. 
In Google Street View, on the other hand, the
discrepancy lies upstream, in the subjects
photographed. A year after launching the
service, Google responded to numerous reports
of breach of privacy by obscuring details like the
faces of passers-by and car numberplates,
which now look blurred and are difficult to
identify. In the meantime, however, people had
begun to recognise the Google cars, greet
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