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The manner in which the gaze effects and alters a work of visual art has long been of 

importance to artists and theoreticians. Typically the gaze is theorized as following a consistent 

pattern. The artist looks upon the subject, presents that subject to the viewer, and the viewer 

receives, but does not return that gaze. The origin of this exchange is embedded in the unique 

work of art to which the viewer responds without altering the prescribed direction or challenging 

the authorship. However, the distinction between the artist and the viewer has over time become 

less clear. I would like to analyze the changes in the spectator’s gaze as a result of the 

interactivity of online visual databases. The Internet gives artists and their audiences access to a 

staggering archive of images and shared ideas. Within the frame of the computer screen a 

photograph can lose connection to its maker in an instant. Digital editing, or an added caption of 

text, can extend an image’s life through unlimited duplication, re-interpretation, and repurposing. 

Artists who are concerned with these issues of reproduction and the loss of the original 

referent increasingly act as mediators of images rather than as their creators. With conventional 

notions of authorship under assault it follows that we should expect a corresponding change in 

the way we look during our experience of artworks endlessly mediated and replicated. The 

straight line from viewer to piece has been rerouted through multiple platforms of participation. 

As a result of this interruption of traditional viewership there is a need for what I will call here a 

‘networked’ gaze. In other words a way of looking that can successfully follow the fractured 

paths of Internet based art. 

 Exemplifying this notion of a networked gaze is the work of the American artist Penelope 

Umbrico. She deals with the rhizome-like (Rhizome to be understood as a mass of roots) quality 

of the contemporary experience of image production and reception via the process of 

categorizing online image searches. Her work consists of a large number of appropriated images 



acquired through a site like Flickr. Whether they appear in a grid on a gallery wall or on a 

computer screen, these found images represent only a fraction of the search results. Umbrico 

does not attempt to make a singular work out of countless sources. Instead she examines the very 

impossibility of this task. Umbrico’s images navigate, unhinged, between consumer and 

producer. To view her work means we are also viewing ourselves through this shared activity. 

Umbrico turns a mirror on the spectator in such a way that her work shatters one’s illusions 

about what constitutes public verse private experience. The spectator’s attention is bounced 

throughout a network of connections, reflecting and fracturing social identities and spaces that 

would not have been possible within a linear gaze posited by pre-networked culture and old-

camera photography.  

 

Penelope Umbrico, Suns (From Sunsets) from Flickr, 2006-present 



For the purpose of this talk I want to focus on Umbrico’s ongoing project: Suns (From 

Sunsets) from Flickr, 2006-Present. This project in turn was the genesis of a subsequent work 

that I will also look at: 36 Copyrighted Suns/Screengrabs, 2009-2012. Both works consist of 

collections of sunsets taken from a one-word search that Umbrico entered into an online image 

database. She then edited and printed partial results of that search to create a grid of individual 

photographs. Aside from the act of selecting and cropping the images her hand is not present in 

the work. Acting as a curator rather than an image-maker, Umbrico blurs the line between the 

artist, as a ‘individual’ creator, serving a ‘collective’ viewership.  

To borrow a term from the theorist Roland Barthes; Umbrico acts as the Scriptor of the 

images that she uses. The Scriptor is described as the recorder of ideas, linking them together for 

the reader to create meaning. Barthes argued for a conception of the author/artist in which she 

only begins a concept/artwork that then the reader/viewer eventually completes. Umbrico seen as 

the Scriptor works with material made by others and by allowing future viewer appropriations to 

occur. If she does not thereby render the authorial persona imperceptible she at least shatters this 

imagined singular maker into a multiplicity of producers. At the same time, her works’ viewers 

must now step up to claim a place as part of that multiplicity and to share in this loss of 

individuality.  

Umbrico describes the viewer’s own social activity of digital sharing and reflects those 

actions back at them. Users share images to reaffirm their social identity and to connect with 

others in their social group. Umbrico doubles that affirmation and connectivity, turning the 

quasi-private domain of photo sharing into a public artistic activity. Thus she reveals to her 

viewers that the snapshots they take and post online become part of a public stream of like 

images that lose connection to the photographer’s private intentions, even before the artist 



appropriates them. Umbrico’s audience is forced to consider the impossibility of the uniqueness 

of their own photographs of imagery that are perpetually replicated by others.  

In Suns (From Sunsets) from Flickr, an ongoing project since 2006, Umbrico assembles a 

mural-sized collection of tourist photographs of sunsets found on Flickr, in which the posed 

figures have been cropped out. Without horizons or figures, the orbs of the suns float without 

context; each image could be rotated, rearranged or otherwise edited. Viewed from afar the work 

takes on the misleading appearance of an abstract color field. The representational qualities of 

each image disappear in favor of the patterns that might connect together the bewildering 

repetition of rectangles, each with its common golden orb. Much like a Chuck Close painting, 

viewed up close the totality of Umbrico’s Suns breaks down into the small units of one sunset 

after another, printed out in individual, glossy, Kodak 4x6 inch prints. However, where Close’s 

painted circles come together in one set grid that creates the greater whole, Umbrico’s work can 

be re-organized in any way. This de-emphasizes any defined patterns that the viewer might 

attempt to create out of the combination of photographs.  

Regurgitating the images through repetition forces the loss of the presumed original 

experience. Umbrico’s simplification of the process in image-making intentionally confuses how 

we intended to perceive her work, in opposition to the notion of the modernist abstract painter’s 

attempt to achieve an autonomous purity in every canvas. The emptying of the visual plane is an 

illusion that Umbrico complicates by shattering the optimism of mass-production as a 

harmonizing phenomenon. The seemingly unlimited number of these cheap images does not 

contribute to a unified aesthetic or personal mode of visual representation. The fact that they all 

start to look exactly the same takes away the individual photographers attempt at an identifying 

style of depiction.   



 

      Screenshot of Umbrico’s Screen Saver 

 

And unlike a modernist painting, Umbrico’s work is not confined to the walls of a 

gallery. A critical part of her practice is to give her images an online presence. The works 

compiled in the gallery may be viewed individually online or privately downloaded in the form 

of screensavers. She wants to operate between the conventions of the gallery and the visual 

culture of large-scale modernist painting, while at the same time subverting those modes of 

representation by allowing the viewer to return to the original site of consumption, the Internet. It 

is the dynamic between the two platforms of viewership that initiates an awareness of changing 

gaze patterns. Viewer participation in both space and time is involved. If the work solely existed 

within the computer screen the gaze would follow the now routine actions of linking from site to 

site, not allowing time to think about those jumps we make through networked space. What 



makes Umbrico interesting is precisely her emphasis on repetition carried out through massive 

changes in scale and articulated through multiple sites for display.  

 

     Umbrico, 36 Copyrighted Suns/Screengrabs, 2009-2012 

 

In 36 Copyrighted Suns/Screengrabs, 2009-2012 Umbrico appropriates images that are 

under copyright with watermarks. She then leaves that evidence within the frame of the 

photograph, eliminating most of the rest. Editing out the figures while leaving watermarks draws 

attention both to the ease in which they were appropriated and to the futility of the original 

photographers’ attempts to reinforce the singularity of their experience and their authorship. 

Visually one image blends into another, undermining the authority of the watermarks.  

 



To each photograph Umbrico attaches the original title (or tag) that appeared with the 

Internet search result for that image. The added tags are incorporated as secondary titles to 

impress upon the viewer the flood of textual information that struggles to make these images 

independent from each other. Thus the titles selected range from Travel Bedtime Emotions 

Feelings to the elaborate Silhouette of a Man Contemplating Eternity Before the Setting Sun.  

There is an absurdly comic quality about images divested of the very visual cues their titles 

described. Yet if Umbrico had not edited the image to exclude the man in Silhouette of a Man 

Contemplating Eternity, would we be any closer to understanding his experience of that sunset?  

If anything the more descriptive the titling gets the further removed the viewer is from the image. 

Umbrico plays with the emptiness of the signs: man, eternity, or sunset. How do such 

tags lead to a productive understanding of this image? The aesthetic quality of the photograph, 

like the attached text, is less important than the process of tying the multitude of bits of 

information together. The meaning that legitimizes the selection the artist/viewer has made 

overshadows the sign. The there-ness of the ‘signifier’ (The symbol that represents an underlying 

meaning) is displaced by the abstract and immaterial ‘signified’ (The meaning as distinguished 

from the sign through which it is communicated, in this case the one-word search of Umbrico’s). 

We must transfer that initial word search, from a starting point of comprehension, to part of a 

larger whole. In this way, Umbrico’s work mirrors the act of grouping by random selection that 

is the process of digital categorization. That process is infinite and cannot be visualized as a 

finished product.  



 

Unidentified people in front of Umbrico’s Suns from Sunsets from Flickr 

 

Up to here we have seen how the connectivity between the artist and her viewers relies on 

their associations with the making and sharing of images through the platforms of gallery and 

online space. Now we must look at the spectator’s reception of those images to grasp what form 

of gaze that this paper argues for. To see a response we, the viewer, can replicate Umbrico’s 

online searches. Search for her work online and images quickly pop up, consisting of viewers in 

a gallery having themselves photographed in front of her pieces as if in front of an actual sunset. 

These acts close the endlessly repeated cycle that flows from the original snapshot in front of an 

actual horizon to the artist’s appropriation to the viewers’ re-posting of their images online. 

While we cannot assume this is the direct intent of the artist, Umbrico said in an interview that “ 

I now have a collection of these images of people posing in front of my installations as though 

they are in front of an actual sunset…as I start showing these images alongside the installation, 



hopefully it will encourage more of these photographs.” This shows the desire to explain the 

addictive qualities of image taking and sharing that repeats in an unending cycle. 

With all this responsibility laid on the viewer of work like Umbrico’s, how is our gaze 

and involvement affected? If we were to stick to a purely visual analysis of Suns (From Sunsets), 

as we have seen, we would become frustrated after our semi-successful attempts to link her 

practice to the tradition of modernist abstract art. Umbrico shows us that her work does not begin 

with her or with any identifiable individual; rather it is a result of a mass collection created 

through a very public social activity. With this collaboration in effect the viewer is required to 

activate his or her gaze to look beyond the wall of the gallery. To look not only beyond the 

gallery space, but crucially, to look in all directions at once. When we casually surf the Internet 

we do not follow a logical, predetermined path. We instantaneously move from platform to 

platform, site to site. We’ve become used to these transitions, much like we’ve become used to 

the abrupt cuts in time and space offered up by film. Umbrico asks us through her work to use 

our involvement in this mundane activity as a way of looking at fine art.  

The action of our eyes bouncing in and out of private and public identities, real and 

constructed spaces, and across time, creates a network. This rhizomatic network does not have a 

beginning or end; it can connect to any point at any time. This way of looking, that I have been 

calling ‘networked spectatorship’, provides an approach to thinking about works like Umbrico’s 

and others like her. We can see the inevitable disruption of the flow of the gaze through the 

increased merging of public art gallery spaces with the “private” spaces of digital monitors. To 

“complete” the work the viewer must physically examine it across time and space.  

 



Even for Umbrico, however, the seduction of the gallery is great. In some installations of 

Suns from Flickr the images cover the walls in ways that highlight the form of the gallery space 

more than the exploration of the images. Lately her work has been more about these gallery 

installations than online presentations. But we can see Umbrico’s unfinished project as indicative 

of a much larger project of the art world. 

If we activate the idea of a ‘networked gaze’ it might be possible to visually investigate 

how our social activities in addition to our art viewing activities are affected. The distinction 

between what is a public verse private experience is ever more confused as we have seen through 

Umbrico’s work. She makes private photographs public and subverts the idea that they were ever 

really private or original to begin with. Work like hers can teach us to transfer the gaze more 

fluidly between actions and locations, changing our perspective on how we establish identity 

either as artists or as participants in an image sharing social network. The networked gaze is able 

to see the significance, or lack there of, between the visual and textual signs that are built around 

these images. Collections of visual information have become so fractured that they cannot be 

attached to a particular moment or title, as we have seen in Umbrico’s Copyrighted Suns. Instead 

all of these elements rest on a level plane that the viewer’s gaze can bounce back and forth 

between. The mass of parts, both visual and textual, comes together not as a whole but rather as 

one possible connection out of thousands. So in conclusion, the networked gaze allows the 

spectator to rework the connections that the multiplicity of information present.      
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