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Abstract 
The new civilization of image is built on the knowledge brought on and mediated by the Eye, considered the sole 

means of visual perception. The embodied Eye takes us to the disembodied Cinema-Eye, the machinery that copies 
and stores the images in motion. The copy of reality, similar to that engraved onto our consciousness by memory (medi-
ated by the visual organ) is the raison d’etre of all devices, new or old, that optically and technically convey the images 
in motion. In the present essay, I analyze the aesthetic, cultural and technological dimensions of the dialectical move 
from perception to recording, from vision to visuality, from the organic to the technologic function represented by the 
transformation of the Eye into the Cinema-Eye. I conclude that within the communication society, the camera brings 
forth a new identity for the body, thus becoming an indispensable attachment, a sort of safe backup for the images that 
are responsible for our state of mind and emotions.
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The act of looking (le regard) is what defines 
the intentionality and the purpose of sight,
of vision...or, in other words, it is nothing

but the human side of it. 
Jaques Aumont

From the beginning the culture of the 
image has been built upon the percep-
tion governed and facilitated by the Eye 
as the unique and most powerful sense 
organ. The starting point for each pro-
cess of visual perception is the Eye – the 
ultimate instrument of Sight and Vision. 
From a biological point of view, the eye 
is structured in such a way that it allows 
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the human being “to navigate” the existential area and “ascertain one’s position” 
within its boundaries. Sight becomes possible by means of optical, chemical and sen-
sory phenomena. The look into the set up and the functioning of the visual organ 
starts with a number of theories and experiments that link the physical traits of the 
light to the anatomy of the eye. The data produced as a result of said experiments is 
later on integrated to the study of the relationship between visual stimulus and con-
sequent behaviour, a study that would reveal information otherwise unperceivable 
about the specifi cs of the visual process. Moreover, the integration of this kind of data 
to research on communication has helped prove such hypothesis. As the British psy-
chologist Brian Foss would state, “the science of communication has contributed im-
mensely to the general reorganization of concepts related to sight and the function-
ing of the visual organ.” (Foss 24)

Generally speaking, the eye will, in a fi rst instance, translate the image of landmarks 
around it in sets of information pertaining to their geometry, colour, position or tex-
ture. The analytical theory of sight focuses on studying the nature of visual stimuli and 
on the ways light will enhance their functions. The above mentioned theory will then 
turn to the analysis of the eff ects of visual stimuli on every structure of the visual or-
gan: starting with the channel of the optical fl ow and reaching to the neural structures. 
As a result, scientists were able to identify a set of cells and nerve units responsible for 
the processing and the interpretation of diff erent characteristics of the visual stimuli 
(size, form, colour, dynamics, contour, and so on). Visual perception forms as a result 
of the input of electromagnetic waves of a certain spectre to the decoding system de-
scribed above (for example, the intensity of the waves will facilitate the perception of 
colour). According to Jacques Aumont, from here on, the analytical approach will be-
come “algorithmical” – the system of perception will process true representations of 
reality and the surrounding environment. In order for the information to actually turn 
into a projection on the retina, it needs the support of other sources, so that to allow a 
precise positioning in space of all objects. Thus, the combining processes and the read-
ing algorithms rely on a series of external associated variables, such as the memory, 
the eye movements, previous experience, prejudice and expectations.

The eye has an amazing physical ability to adapt to diff erent light sett ings or posi-
tioning in space and will render, with great precision, the image of objects standing at 
diff erent distances. Even though, physically speaking, the stimuli are situated with-
in a large area, the eye, by means of its biological characteristics, is able to discern dif-
ferent intensities and amplitudes of the wave lengths that defi ne said stimuli (the per-
ception of the intensity of light or the perception of colours). The eye’s ability to dis-
cern is also responsible for the perception of diff erent details and contrasts generated 
by diff erent degrees of light shining (the power of separation). The visual receiver re-
acts diff erently to the presence of stimuli with diff erent contours, surfaces, textures or 
forms (for instance, a straight line projected on the retina will cause a more powerful 
reaction of the cortical nerve than another stimulus).
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One of the most surprising traits of the visual machin-
ery is the perception of depth. A process of overlapping 
will give way to an eff ect of visual stereophony and the 
eyes will perceive two diff erent images; the scopes cov-
ered by each eye will then merge thus generating a single 
image that refl ects the 3D relationship between real stimu-
li (the depth of the image can also be perceived by a single 
eye, due to the concave form of the retina, where the im-
age of the object will form). All devices that preserve and 

render images in motion rely on this principle of copying the reality into a similar rep-
resentation to the one our memory engraves on our consciousness (by means of visu-
al mechanisms). The technical progress of today, the universal democratization of all 
devices used to take pictures are the result of an on-going process to update and op-
timize of the search to capture, preserve and reproduce visual information (the im-
mortalization of the moment), the att empt to recompose movement (creating the illu-
sion of real movement) and the transmission and receiving of audio-visual informa-
tion from a distance.

This search has begun during ancient years and had as starting point an austere 
dark room. The dark room, mechanically copying the structure of the Eye (the sense 
organ, translating visual signs and perceptions against our consciousness) was the fi rst 
essential step towards explaining the way the human being relates to the surrounding 
universe. At the beginning, the image the mechanical Eye managed to reproduce was 
ephemeral – it was only possible inside the darkness of the room and would immedi-
ately go away, similar to the image refl ected against mirrors. History documents a long 
series of small contributions to the microscopical fi ght of photo-chemical processes or 
in the fi eld of optical and physical phenomena, until a real breakthrough is achieved, 

the redoubt of the ephemeral overthrown and the in-
stant immortalized. On the fi rst photography reality 
was very simply rendered: on a metallic board the 
eye would perceive the reconstruction of reality by 
means of the play of light and grey shadows created 
within the photosensitive paste by atoms blackened 
by light. In 1829, Joseph Nicéphore Niépce, a phys-
icist, was the fi rst to create an image on a metallic 
board with the help of a compound of silver halide. 

While the search for the essence of photography 
went on, in the market places of Europe, another spe-
cies of “enchanted lamp” was turning up, brought 
from the Orient. The Magical Lantern – the fi rst pro-
jector of static images, images initially drawn on 
glass (similar to the slides of present times) – caused 

Image 1. The eye as a dark room

Image 2. The Magic Lantern
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fear and astonishment, with “the ghosts” that were coming out from it and moving 
around like living creatures. The lantern was just a simple curiosity but, for the fi rst 
time, it created the illusion of real movement by moving a series of fi xed images.

A series of scientists, engineers, physicists, psychologists, physicians or chemists 
will contribute to the optimization of the prototype and, in such, to the transforma-
tion of the magical lantern (a toy, by all accounts) into a device where people could see 
other people or themselves as real as they could in a mirror, in motion and overthrow-
ing the complex of the ephemeral. Thus, the cinema came into being – a rudimentary 
device that managed to miraculously reproduce the spectacle of life; a live mirror, a 
real one, in a performance both multipliable and repeatable of the surrounding world. 

At the beginning of the 20th century, this particular stage of gett ing to immortalize 
the instant will overlap with the discovery of the electrical current and with the pos-
sibility of broadcasting sound waves at a distance. The radio broadcast comes into be-
ing and, later, some of the fi rst innovations 
in television – in the form of prototype sys-
tems that were considered to be visual rep-
licas of the radio broadcast. Using the same 
protocol used by the radio broadcast , peo-
ple try to broadcast at a distance not only 
the sound waves but also images. The fi rst 
Television Set was a complicated machin-
ery that transformed images into dots (pix-
els); the dots, as essential components of 
the image, were thus turned into an easi-
ly broadcasted content, by means of a very 
sinuous process of decomposing and re-
composing of the whole.

By sett ing up the mirror image and stocking it on the Lumière celluloid device, the 
screen lens would cease to be ephemeral and would be kept preserved and at any point 
repeatable as a duplicate of reality, able to give a new shape:

“The metaphysical mimesis of Plato that stands for the continuous fascination 
with mirror-images whose power to restore reality appears to be superior to any 
other artifi cial image that bears resemblance to the same reality”. (Wunenburger 
213)

The shock of being confronted with the repeatable mirror image was extended from 
each individual to a mass scale with the coming into being of filmed mirror images. 
The collective consciousness was beginning to perceive something never experienced 
before: itself; the revelation of such knowledge was similar to that of being able to 
perceive your own Ego: “Looking in the mirror is the only way to find out what your 
body conceals from you; this is true especially in the case of your face, as a privileged 
expression of your singularity. The discovery of your own body is a very important 

Image 3. The Baird television set prototype
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moment in the process of experiencing your reflection because it turns the unseen into 
something that can actually be perceived.” (214)

By the time television was discovered and started to develop, the world was be-
coming aware, with fascination or quite brutally, with its own face. Society was faced 
with the possibility of “psychological and moral refl ection of its ego; through intro-
spection what it is hidden within the soul will be objectifi ed and the mirror will serve 
as a mediator from within the core of the subject, rendering its own metaphor into an 
att ribute of refl ection, appropriate to thought or soul.” (214)

In 1925 John Baird, in England, would succeed broadcasting an audio-visual sig-
nal at a distance of 705 km with the help of the phone lines between London and 
Glasgow. This particular moment in time marked the beginning of television and “the 
eve of a new era where a mechanical eye was going to see for us the great events of 
the world and was going to bring them to our own homes; a miracle that would not 
allow us to ever forget how strange and unknown the world really is.” (Flichy 180). 
Improvements in the quality of the broadcast followed, larger screens, signals broad-
casted at greater distances and, most signifi cantly, the unifi cation of all telecommuni-
cation systems (electronics, informational techniques and audio-visual media) into the 
technical branch. (187)

The above mention of the elements that make the camera work only refers to a 
series of physical responses connected to the mechanisms of visual perception; this 

would suggest that perception is, in fact, a photo-
graphic process that allows for images of the sur-
rounding environment to be spontaneously and pre-
cisely reproduced somewhere within the universe 
of the Ego. This assumption could be sustained by 
the resemblance between the camera and the eye. If 
we take a camera apart, it’s quite easy to identify a 
series of elements functioning the same way as the 
human visual system. For instance, the camera lens 
is made up of a system of lenses and optical media 
same as the human eye. The eye and the lens are one 
and the same thing; they both have a similar struc-
ture and similar functionalities. The lens is, in fact, 
an artifi cial eye.1

With the help of the lens, that copies the universe of the crystalline lens of the eye 
and its optical humours, the visual stimuli reach the surface of the yellow spot on the 
retina. Within the mechanical eye of the fi lming camera, the yellow spot is substitut-
ed by the same type of machinery that turns optical information into electromagnet-
ic impulses.2 From the yellow spot, the image, converted into electromagnetic energy, 
travels by means of nervous connections, towards the central hard drive. The primary 
information is processed, the image forming on the retina is reversed, discrepancies 

Image 4. The analogy between
the Eye and the Camera
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are compensated and everything goes into production, on “the bott ling line” (of the 
senses and signifi cances) that takes all images to the higher levels of consciousness. 
Similar to this, the image turned into electromagnetic impulses, will travel bio-physi-
cal networks, from the sensory unit to the stocking and processing unit, be it a human 
eye or the machinery of a camera.3

Research in the fi eld of neurobiology has given rise to the idea that within the cor-
tex, the neuron networks help create a replica of the object-stimulus; a replica that is 
in accordance with the traits of the object, but not similar to them: 

“The image cannot be considered a similar replica of the object, a smaller ver-
sion of it, rather a digital restoration by means of a formal, intrinsic logic; this kind 
of approach tends to disqualify the process of imitation. The reality of the image 
comes from the equivalency between things and their representation within the 
brain that turns signals into signs.“ (Wunenburger 168)

The resemblance between the traits of the camera 
to the ones of the visual organ is completed by the 
functionality of its elements.4

At the beginning of cinema, when the new cam-
era copied, mechanically, the functionalities of sight 
and the human head, the pioneers of the whole 
movement managed to create, as a premonition, the 
portrait of the camera – a portrait that was becom-
ing alive and gett ing an identity. When Dziga Vertov 
(considered to be the forefather of the documenta-
ry as an objective rendering of reality) met with the 
camera, he launched the Kinoglaz manifesto, where 
he revealed some of the expressive functionalities of 
this new kind of language, while, at the same time, sketching the identity of a new 
character: 

„I am the Cinema-Eye, I am able to create an individual even more perfect than 
Adam himself, I am able to create thousands of individuals, each of them diff er-
ent, on patt erns of diff erent kinds. I am the Cinema-Eye. I take the strongest and 
most skilful hands of one individual; the best fi tt ed legs from another one; a third 
individual is going to provide me with the most beautiful and most expressive 
face; with the help of editing I am able to create a new person, a perfect individ-
ual. I am the Cinema-Eye, I am the mechanical eye. I – a machinery – am able to 
show you the world as you’ve never seen it before. Now and forever, I can free 
myself of the human immobility and set myself in a continuous motion, get close 
to the objects around, go further away, crawl under them or climb them. I am able 
to swift ly moved inside the muzzle on a horse, plunge at full speed inside a crowd 
of people, go faster than a bunch of soldiers running, fall on my back, rise with a 
plane, fl y alongside other objects that fl y” (Vertov 209)

Image 5. “The Cinema-Eye”
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The examples mentioned above confirm these similarities and bring forth a new 
identity of the camera. The device used to store images (fixed or in motion) is not sim-
ply the artificial, mechanical replica of the human eye or head (even though it has the 
same structure and the same functions); the camera is much more than that; its func-
tions turn it into “a storeroom” of images that portray our life experience; the camera 
is an external hard disk able to immortalize the essential fragments of our existence. 
Within the communication society the camera becomes an indispensable attachment, a 
safe backup for all the images that are responsible for our state of mind and emotions.

1 The lenses of the dark room were discovered during the 16th century. In the case of the me-
chanical eye, “the copy” (the lens) will go beyond what it was set out to achieve, as today’s 
high performance lenses surpass the biological abilities of the eye; the tele-lenses “are able to 
see” at a greater distance than the human eye; they are more versatile and the zoom function 
allows them to be very mobile and dynamic, to adjust the focal distance and even to give the 
impression of distance; the visual fi eld is wider in the case of wide-angle lenses – wider than 
the usual 120 degrees the eye can account for. Thus, the mechanical eye opens new estheti-
cal horizons, by pushing towards the extreme the limitations of the visual fi eld (the fi sh eye 
lens).

2 In the case of the camera lens, the optical information is turned upside down and projected 
(similar to the way things happen within the eye) on the support responsible for the conver-
sion (optical or electrical). The camera has image sensory units (generically called CCD’s) 
that are a mechanism similar to the one that allows for the formation of the yellow spot on 
the human retina.

3 In the case of the camera, information will stop within the storing unit, whose only function is 
to preserve it; in the case of the human brain, however, the storing of the information within 
the memory is only the beginning of a very complex process. In accordance to make and 
model, the storing of the audio-visual information is done on a certain kind of support. With 
the fi rst cameras, this was the celluloid fi lm impregnated with photo-sensitive emulsion; as 
science evolved, there appeared the possibility to store the information on a magnetic board 
(the video camera); nowadays, with the digital video cameras, the information is stored on 
digital systems (disks, memory units).

4 While adjusting to real optical environments, the eye will automatically correct the focus of 
the light stream on the retina. According to its features, the camera can also accommodate 
this kind of adjustment, either through a manual tune-up or, as in the case of the human 
eye, automatically. It is well known that for each camera the correct rendering of clarity (the 
focus) can be obtained by adjusting the focal distance; that will then place the focus in the 
spot where the optical sensor is placed. Older cameras only allowed a manual adjustment 
that left  the accuracy of this sett ing that the eye performs instinctually, into the hands of the 
person that was handling the device. We adapt our sight unconsciously, in accordance with 
the distance to the stimuli, within our visual fi eld. We become aware of this functionality 
only in case of disease – such as the visual impairments – when we are unable to focus our 
sight where it needs to be focused, or in case of substance abuse – such as the alcohol or 
atropine – that account for anomalies in the process of focusing our sight (we see double or 
we’re unable to see clearly). Curiously enough, the automatic adjustment of focus mentioned 



62 Dan CUREAN

above is a feature only on cameras built for amateurs. In the case of professional cameras this 
feature is missing, as the focus of the image needs to be discerned and controlled technically 
and esthetically by the professional handling the device. The adjustment of the eye to diff er-
ent light intensities also happens as a refl ex, by means of instantaneous adjusting of the iris 
to the light fl ow. When the intensity of the light varies, the iris will open up or close down, 
thus constantly regulating the quantity of light that reaches the retina. Same thing happens 
in the case of the camera. The diaphragm that adjusts the volume of the light fl ow is built 
similar to the iris. Depending on the make and model of the camera, this function can also 
be performed automatically or manually. In the case of the human eye, the adjustment of the 
light fl ow is done, as for the regulation of the focal distance, automatically; we only become 
aware of it in case of disease, when the function is disturbed. For instance, when the eye 
doesn’t have enough time to adjust – in the case of rapidly moving through environments 
diff erently lit – the result is that we’re either blinded when we go from dark to light or that 
we’re unable to see anything when we go from bright light into a place very poorly lit. Also, 
in the case of neurological issues, the eye is unable to automatically make the adjustment 
and we’re blinded by light. This particular instance of blindness was documented as early 
as Plato, in his dialogue that was the foundation of the Cave myth.
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