
There is not only a heat wave at the
moment, but also a drought in Europe.
Every few weeks there is a new virus or
ecological disaster, and it is becoming
just a normal situation.

On the one hand we have a drought
and on the other hand we are drown-
ing in a flood of data—and it is all quite
overwhelming. There is also a flood
of disaster news headlines, covering
everything from the climate to AI and
other forms of apocalypse.

This is definitely a good background
for our conversation. You wrote a chap-
ter about my work in your book called
AI Art: Machine Visions and Warped
Dreams. There are a lot of interesting
overlaps between my practice and your
research. My first question is: how did
you develop your idea of nonhuman
photography?

Like you, I feel we have been in con-
versation for a very long time. We have
been looking at each other’s work,
seeing and sensing the world in simi-
lar ways. It is great that we now have an
opportunity to exchange ideas and see
points of convergence and divergence
between us. One of the many reasons
I was attracted to your work in the first
place was because of your very cre-
ative way of working with images and
words. I really like how text becomes a
form of image in your practice. My book
Nonhuman Photography, which came
out in 2017, was aimed as a reflection
on what is currently going on with im-
ages. The majority of images today, as
Trevor Paglen points out, are not taken
with a human viewer in mind. We are
also witnessing a displacement of the
gaze from humans to machines. So
with this term “nonhuman photogra-
phy” I meant three things: images that
were not of the human, such as depop-
ulated landscapes; images that were
not by the human, including devices
such as CCTV, drone cameras, tele-
scopes, or medical imaging cameras,
which take photographs without direct
human intervention; and, last but not
least, I was thinking about images that
were not made for the human, such
as QR codes but also fossils as a form
of “proto-photography.” In Nonhuman
Photography I tried to show that pho-
tography has been nonhuman for a
very long time. The first picture in the

KATJA NOVITSKOVA history of photography, the view from
the window from Nicéphore Niépce’s
house in Burgundy, took eight hours to
produce. It presents a distinctly non-
human view because there are shad-
ows on either side of the image. In a
similar vein, William Henry Fox Talbot
described his country mansion, La-
cock Abbey, as the first house that took
its own picture. We therefore have this
nonhuman dimension already at the
very beginning of photography.

You also have this idea of an image as
an expanded entity. It is not just a pic-
ture; it is a process of trace-making in
a mechanical way. Even Benjamin H.
Bratton mentions that photosynthesis
is a form of vision because it is a reac-
tion to light. It is a fixation of light in the
medium.

Absolutely. This also links with Lynn
Margulis’ work on life, organisms and
symbiosis, and thinking about how all
living organisms perceive. Perception
is a key driver of life that functions not
just in complex organisms, such as hu-
man and nonhuman ones. Perception
is also a form of image-taking, of cap-
turing something or, to use Bergson’s
terminology, of carving out space from
the optical flow. I am trying to expand
the notions of image and image-mak-
ing by going back to early organisms
and thinking of imaging as more than
just a human practice, and more than
a set of technical and mechanical ac-
tivities. Image-making can actually
perhaps be found at the origin of life.

In your draft of a new book, The Percep-
tion Machine, you mention that “per-
ception occurs in the world as much 
as it does in the eye and the brain.” For 
me that means that when light hits pro-
teins in a retina, the electrical signal is 
already an image encoded that goes 
into the brain and then expands into a 
picture.

That is why all these current develop-
ments around machine vision are, on
the one hand, fascinating and, on the
other, disappointing. They are mim-
icking human vision while using a very
simplified, almost two-dimensional idea
of human vision, believing that you can
reduce vision to pattern recognition and
to just seeing edges. Neuroscience,
biology and cognitive psychology are
all showing us that we do not fully un-
derstand vision and perception yet.
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Brook Hsu and Live Drønen, “Ecstasy and Agony,” Various Artists, September 22, 2023



There is not only a heat wave at the
moment, but also a drought in Europe.
Every few weeks there is a new virus or
ecological disaster, and it is becoming
just a normal situation.

On the one hand we have a drought
and on the other hand we are drown-
ing in a flood of data—and it is all quite
overwhelming. There is also a flood
of disaster news headlines, covering
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other forms of apocalypse.

This is definitely a good background
for our conversation. You wrote a chap-
ter about my work in your book called
AI Art: Machine Visions and Warped
Dreams. There are a lot of interesting
overlaps between my practice and your
research. My first question is: how did
you develop your idea of nonhuman
photography?

Like you, I feel we have been in con-
versation for a very long time. We have
been looking at each other’s work,
seeing and sensing the world in simi-
lar ways. It is great that we now have an
opportunity to exchange ideas and see
points of convergence and divergence
between us. One of the many reasons
I was attracted to your work in the first
place was because of your very cre-
ative way of working with images and
words. I really like how text becomes a
form of image in your practice. My book
Nonhuman Photography, which came
out in 2017, was aimed as a reflection
on what is currently going on with im-
ages. The majority of images today, as
Trevor Paglen points out, are not taken
with a human viewer in mind. We are
also witnessing a displacement of the
gaze from humans to machines. So
with this term “nonhuman photogra-
phy” I meant three things: images that
were not of the human, such as depop-
ulated landscapes; images that were
not by the human, including devices
such as CCTV, drone cameras, tele-
scopes, or medical imaging cameras,
which take photographs without direct
human intervention; and, last but not
least, I was thinking about images that
were not made for the human, such
as QR codes but also fossils as a form
of “proto-photography.” In Nonhuman
Photography I tried to show that pho-
tography has been nonhuman for a
very long time. The first picture in the

KATJA NOVITSKOVA history of photography, the view from
the window from Nicéphore Niépce’s
house in Burgundy, took eight hours to
produce. It presents a distinctly non-
human view because there are shad-
ows on either side of the image. In a
similar vein, William Henry Fox Talbot
described his country mansion, La-
cock Abbey, as the first house that took
its own picture. We therefore have this
nonhuman dimension already at the
very beginning of photography.

You also have this idea of an image as
an expanded entity. It is not just a pic-
ture; it is a process of trace-making in
a mechanical way. Even Benjamin H.
Bratton mentions that photosynthesis
is a form of vision because it is a reac-
tion to light. It is a fixation of light in the
medium.

Absolutely. This also links with Lynn
Margulis’ work on life, organisms and
symbiosis, and thinking about how all
living organisms perceive. Perception
is a key driver of life that functions not
just in complex organisms, such as hu-
man and nonhuman ones. Perception
is also a form of image-taking, of cap-
turing something or, to use Bergson’s
terminology, of carving out space from
the optical flow. I am trying to expand
the notions of image and image-mak-
ing by going back to early organisms
and thinking of imaging as more than
just a human practice, and more than
a set of technical and mechanical ac-
tivities. Image-making can actually
perhaps be found at the origin of life.

In your draft of a new book, The Percep-
tion Machine, you mention that “per-
ception occurs in the world as much 
as it does in the eye and the brain.” For 
me that means that when light hits pro-
teins in a retina, the electrical signal is 
already an image encoded that goes 
into the brain and then expands into a 
picture.

That is why all these current develop-
ments around machine vision are, on
the one hand, fascinating and, on the
other, disappointing. They are mim-
icking human vision while using a very
simplified, almost two-dimensional idea
of human vision, believing that you can
reduce vision to pattern recognition and
to just seeing edges. Neuroscience,
biology and cognitive psychology are
all showing us that we do not fully un-
derstand vision and perception yet.
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a mechanical way. Even Benjamin H.
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Margulis’ work on life, organisms and
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living organisms perceive. Perception
is a key driver of life that functions not
just in complex organisms, such as hu-
man and nonhuman ones. Perception
is also a form of image-taking, of cap-
turing something or, to use Bergson’s
terminology, of carving out space from
the optical flow. I am trying to expand
the notions of image and image-mak-
ing by going back to early organisms
and thinking of imaging as more than
just a human practice, and more than
a set of technical and mechanical ac-
tivities. Image-making can actually
perhaps be found at the origin of life.

In your draft of a new book, The Percep-
tion Machine, you mention that “per-
ception occurs in the world as much 
as it does in the eye and the brain.” For 
me that means that when light hits pro-
teins in a retina, the electrical signal is 
already an image encoded that goes 
into the brain and then expands into a 
picture.

That is why all these current develop-
ments around machine vision are, on
the one hand, fascinating and, on the
other, disappointing. They are mim-
icking human vision while using a very
simplified, almost two-dimensional idea
of human vision, believing that you can
reduce vision to pattern recognition and
to just seeing edges. Neuroscience,
biology and cognitive psychology are
all showing us that we do not fully un-
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ter about my work in your book called
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photography?
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seeing and sensing the world in simi-
lar ways. It is great that we now have an
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between us. One of the many reasons
I was attracted to your work in the first
place was because of your very cre-
ative way of working with images and
words. I really like how text becomes a
form of image in your practice. My book
Nonhuman Photography, which came
out in 2017, was aimed as a reflection
on what is currently going on with im-
ages. The majority of images today, as
Trevor Paglen points out, are not taken
with a human viewer in mind. We are
also witnessing a displacement of the
gaze from humans to machines. So
with this term “nonhuman photogra-
phy” I meant three things: images that
were not of the human, such as depop-
ulated landscapes; images that were
not by the human, including devices
such as CCTV, drone cameras, tele-
scopes, or medical imaging cameras,
which take photographs without direct
human intervention; and, last but not
least, I was thinking about images that
were not made for the human, such
as QR codes but also fossils as a form
of “proto-photography.” In Nonhuman
Photography I tried to show that pho-
tography has been nonhuman for a
very long time. The first picture in the
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produce. It presents a distinctly non-
human view because there are shad-
ows on either side of the image. In a
similar vein, William Henry Fox Talbot
described his country mansion, La-
cock Abbey, as the first house that took
its own picture. We therefore have this
nonhuman dimension already at the
very beginning of photography.

You also have this idea of an image as
an expanded entity. It is not just a pic-
ture; it is a process of trace-making in
a mechanical way. Even Benjamin H.
Bratton mentions that photosynthesis
is a form of vision because it is a reac-
tion to light. It is a fixation of light in the
medium.

Absolutely. This also links with Lynn
Margulis’ work on life, organisms and
symbiosis, and thinking about how all
living organisms perceive. Perception
is a key driver of life that functions not
just in complex organisms, such as hu-
man and nonhuman ones. Perception
is also a form of image-taking, of cap-
turing something or, to use Bergson’s
terminology, of carving out space from
the optical flow. I am trying to expand
the notions of image and image-mak-
ing by going back to early organisms
and thinking of imaging as more than
just a human practice, and more than
a set of technical and mechanical ac-
tivities. Image-making can actually
perhaps be found at the origin of life.

In your draft of a new book, The Percep-
tion Machine, you mention that “per-
ception occurs in the world as much 
as it does in the eye and the brain.” For 
me that means that when light hits pro-
teins in a retina, the electrical signal is 
already an image encoded that goes 
into the brain and then expands into a 
picture.

That is why all these current develop-
ments around machine vision are, on
the one hand, fascinating and, on the
other, disappointing. They are mim-
icking human vision while using a very
simplified, almost two-dimensional idea
of human vision, believing that you can
reduce vision to pattern recognition and
to just seeing edges. Neuroscience,
biology and cognitive psychology are
all showing us that we do not fully un-
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just in complex organisms, such as hu-
man and nonhuman ones. Perception
is also a form of image-taking, of cap-
turing something or, to use Bergson’s
terminology, of carving out space from
the optical flow. I am trying to expand
the notions of image and image-mak-
ing by going back to early organisms
and thinking of imaging as more than
just a human practice, and more than
a set of technical and mechanical ac-
tivities. Image-making can actually
perhaps be found at the origin of life.

In your draft of a new book, The Percep-
tion Machine, you mention that “per-
ception occurs in the world as much 
as it does in the eye and the brain.” For 
me that means that when light hits pro-
teins in a retina, the electrical signal is 
already an image encoded that goes 
into the brain and then expands into a 
picture.

That is why all these current develop-
ments around machine vision are, on
the one hand, fascinating and, on the
other, disappointing. They are mim-
icking human vision while using a very
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of human vision, believing that you can
reduce vision to pattern recognition and
to just seeing edges. Neuroscience,
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into the brain and then expands into a 
picture.

That is why all these current develop-
ments around machine vision are, on
the one hand, fascinating and, on the
other, disappointing. They are mim-
icking human vision while using a very
simplified, almost two-dimensional idea
of human vision, believing that you can
reduce vision to pattern recognition and
to just seeing edges. Neuroscience,
biology and cognitive psychology are
all showing us that we do not fully un-
derstand vision and perception yet.
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There is not only a heat wave at the
moment, but also a drought in Europe.
Every few weeks there is a new virus or
ecological disaster, and it is becoming
just a normal situation.

On the one hand we have a drought
and on the other hand we are drown-
ing in a flood of data—and it is all quite
overwhelming. There is also a flood
of disaster news headlines, covering
everything from the climate to AI and
other forms of apocalypse.

This is definitely a good background
for our conversation. You wrote a chap-
ter about my work in your book called
AI Art: Machine Visions and Warped
Dreams. There are a lot of interesting
overlaps between my practice and your
research. My first question is: how did
you develop your idea of nonhuman
photography?

Like you, I feel we have been in con-
versation for a very long time. We have
been looking at each other’s work,
seeing and sensing the world in simi-
lar ways. It is great that we now have an
opportunity to exchange ideas and see
points of convergence and divergence
between us. One of the many reasons
I was attracted to your work in the first
place was because of your very cre-
ative way of working with images and
words. I really like how text becomes a
form of image in your practice. My book
Nonhuman Photography, which came
out in 2017, was aimed as a reflection
on what is currently going on with im-
ages. The majority of images today, as
Trevor Paglen points out, are not taken
with a human viewer in mind. We are
also witnessing a displacement of the
gaze from humans to machines. So
with this term “nonhuman photogra-
phy” I meant three things: images that
were not of the human, such as depop-
ulated landscapes; images that were
not by the human, including devices
such as CCTV, drone cameras, tele-
scopes, or medical imaging cameras,
which take photographs without direct
human intervention; and, last but not
least, I was thinking about images that
were not made for the human, such
as QR codes but also fossils as a form
of “proto-photography.” In Nonhuman
Photography I tried to show that pho-
tography has been nonhuman for a
very long time. The first picture in the

KATJA NOVITSKOVA history of photography, the view from
the window from Nicéphore Niépce’s
house in Burgundy, took eight hours to
produce. It presents a distinctly non-
human view because there are shad-
ows on either side of the image. In a
similar vein, William Henry Fox Talbot
described his country mansion, La-
cock Abbey, as the first house that took
its own picture. We therefore have this
nonhuman dimension already at the
very beginning of photography.

You also have this idea of an image as
an expanded entity. It is not just a pic-
ture; it is a process of trace-making in
a mechanical way. Even Benjamin H.
Bratton mentions that photosynthesis
is a form of vision because it is a reac-
tion to light. It is a fixation of light in the
medium.

Absolutely. This also links with Lynn
Margulis’ work on life, organisms and
symbiosis, and thinking about how all
living organisms perceive. Perception
is a key driver of life that functions not
just in complex organisms, such as hu-
man and nonhuman ones. Perception
is also a form of image-taking, of cap-
turing something or, to use Bergson’s
terminology, of carving out space from
the optical flow. I am trying to expand
the notions of image and image-mak-
ing by going back to early organisms
and thinking of imaging as more than
just a human practice, and more than
a set of technical and mechanical ac-
tivities. Image-making can actually
perhaps be found at the origin of life.

In your draft of a new book, The Percep-
tion Machine, you mention that “per-
ception occurs in the world as much 
as it does in the eye and the brain.” For 
me that means that when light hits pro-
teins in a retina, the electrical signal is 
already an image encoded that goes 
into the brain and then expands into a 
picture.

That is why all these current develop-
ments around machine vision are, on
the one hand, fascinating and, on the
other, disappointing. They are mim-
icking human vision while using a very
simplified, almost two-dimensional idea
of human vision, believing that you can
reduce vision to pattern recognition and
to just seeing edges. Neuroscience,
biology and cognitive psychology are
all showing us that we do not fully un-
derstand vision and perception yet.
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There is not only a heat wave at the
moment, but also a drought in Europe.
Every few weeks there is a new virus or
ecological disaster, and it is becoming
just a normal situation.

On the one hand we have a drought
and on the other hand we are drown-
ing in a flood of data—and it is all quite
overwhelming. There is also a flood
of disaster news headlines, covering
everything from the climate to AI and
other forms of apocalypse.

This is definitely a good background
for our conversation. You wrote a chap-
ter about my work in your book called
AI Art: Machine Visions and Warped
Dreams. There are a lot of interesting
overlaps between my practice and your
research. My first question is: how did
you develop your idea of nonhuman
photography?

Like you, I feel we have been in con-
versation for a very long time. We have
been looking at each other’s work,
seeing and sensing the world in simi-
lar ways. It is great that we now have an
opportunity to exchange ideas and see
points of convergence and divergence
between us. One of the many reasons
I was attracted to your work in the first
place was because of your very cre-
ative way of working with images and
words. I really like how text becomes a
form of image in your practice. My book
Nonhuman Photography, which came
out in 2017, was aimed as a reflection
on what is currently going on with im-
ages. The majority of images today, as
Trevor Paglen points out, are not taken
with a human viewer in mind. We are
also witnessing a displacement of the
gaze from humans to machines. So
with this term “nonhuman photogra-
phy” I meant three things: images that
were not of the human, such as depop-
ulated landscapes; images that were
not by the human, including devices
such as CCTV, drone cameras, tele-
scopes, or medical imaging cameras,
which take photographs without direct
human intervention; and, last but not
least, I was thinking about images that
were not made for the human, such
as QR codes but also fossils as a form
of “proto-photography.” In Nonhuman
Photography I tried to show that pho-
tography has been nonhuman for a
very long time. The first picture in the

KATJA NOVITSKOVA history of photography, the view from
the window from Nicéphore Niépce’s
house in Burgundy, took eight hours to
produce. It presents a distinctly non-
human view because there are shad-
ows on either side of the image. In a
similar vein, William Henry Fox Talbot
described his country mansion, La-
cock Abbey, as the first house that took
its own picture. We therefore have this
nonhuman dimension already at the
very beginning of photography.

You also have this idea of an image as
an expanded entity. It is not just a pic-
ture; it is a process of trace-making in
a mechanical way. Even Benjamin H.
Bratton mentions that photosynthesis
is a form of vision because it is a reac-
tion to light. It is a fixation of light in the
medium.

Absolutely. This also links with Lynn
Margulis’ work on life, organisms and
symbiosis, and thinking about how all
living organisms perceive. Perception
is a key driver of life that functions not
just in complex organisms, such as hu-
man and nonhuman ones. Perception
is also a form of image-taking, of cap-
turing something or, to use Bergson’s
terminology, of carving out space from
the optical flow. I am trying to expand
the notions of image and image-mak-
ing by going back to early organisms
and thinking of imaging as more than
just a human practice, and more than
a set of technical and mechanical ac-
tivities. Image-making can actually
perhaps be found at the origin of life.

In your draft of a new book, The Percep-
tion Machine, you mention that “per-
ception occurs in the world as much 
as it does in the eye and the brain.” For 
me that means that when light hits pro-
teins in a retina, the electrical signal is 
already an image encoded that goes 
into the brain and then expands into a 
picture.

That is why all these current develop-
ments around machine vision are, on
the one hand, fascinating and, on the
other, disappointing. They are mim-
icking human vision while using a very
simplified, almost two-dimensional idea
of human vision, believing that you can
reduce vision to pattern recognition and
to just seeing edges. Neuroscience,
biology and cognitive psychology are
all showing us that we do not fully un-
derstand vision and perception yet.
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There is not only a heat wave at the
moment, but also a drought in Europe.
Every few weeks there is a new virus or
ecological disaster, and it is becoming
just a normal situation.

On the one hand we have a drought
and on the other hand we are drown-
ing in a flood of data—and it is all quite
overwhelming. There is also a flood
of disaster news headlines, covering
everything from the climate to AI and
other forms of apocalypse.

This is definitely a good background
for our conversation. You wrote a chap-
ter about my work in your book called
AI Art: Machine Visions and Warped
Dreams. There are a lot of interesting
overlaps between my practice and your
research. My first question is: how did
you develop your idea of nonhuman
photography?

Like you, I feel we have been in con-
versation for a very long time. We have
been looking at each other’s work,
seeing and sensing the world in simi-
lar ways. It is great that we now have an
opportunity to exchange ideas and see
points of convergence and divergence
between us. One of the many reasons
I was attracted to your work in the first
place was because of your very cre-
ative way of working with images and
words. I really like how text becomes a
form of image in your practice. My book
Nonhuman Photography, which came
out in 2017, was aimed as a reflection
on what is currently going on with im-
ages. The majority of images today, as
Trevor Paglen points out, are not taken
with a human viewer in mind. We are
also witnessing a displacement of the
gaze from humans to machines. So
with this term “nonhuman photogra-
phy” I meant three things: images that
were not of the human, such as depop-
ulated landscapes; images that were
not by the human, including devices
such as CCTV, drone cameras, tele-
scopes, or medical imaging cameras,
which take photographs without direct
human intervention; and, last but not
least, I was thinking about images that
were not made for the human, such
as QR codes but also fossils as a form
of “proto-photography.” In Nonhuman
Photography I tried to show that pho-
tography has been nonhuman for a
very long time. The first picture in the

KATJA NOVITSKOVA history of photography, the view from
the window from Nicéphore Niépce’s
house in Burgundy, took eight hours to
produce. It presents a distinctly non-
human view because there are shad-
ows on either side of the image. In a
similar vein, William Henry Fox Talbot
described his country mansion, La-
cock Abbey, as the first house that took
its own picture. We therefore have this
nonhuman dimension already at the
very beginning of photography.

You also have this idea of an image as
an expanded entity. It is not just a pic-
ture; it is a process of trace-making in
a mechanical way. Even Benjamin H.
Bratton mentions that photosynthesis
is a form of vision because it is a reac-
tion to light. It is a fixation of light in the
medium.

Absolutely. This also links with Lynn
Margulis’ work on life, organisms and
symbiosis, and thinking about how all
living organisms perceive. Perception
is a key driver of life that functions not
just in complex organisms, such as hu-
man and nonhuman ones. Perception
is also a form of image-taking, of cap-
turing something or, to use Bergson’s
terminology, of carving out space from
the optical flow. I am trying to expand
the notions of image and image-mak-
ing by going back to early organisms
and thinking of imaging as more than
just a human practice, and more than
a set of technical and mechanical ac-
tivities. Image-making can actually
perhaps be found at the origin of life.

In your draft of a new book, The Percep-
tion Machine, you mention that “per-
ception occurs in the world as much 
as it does in the eye and the brain.” For 
me that means that when light hits pro-
teins in a retina, the electrical signal is 
already an image encoded that goes 
into the brain and then expands into a 
picture.

That is why all these current develop-
ments around machine vision are, on
the one hand, fascinating and, on the
other, disappointing. They are mim-
icking human vision while using a very
simplified, almost two-dimensional idea
of human vision, believing that you can
reduce vision to pattern recognition and
to just seeing edges. Neuroscience,
biology and cognitive psychology are
all showing us that we do not fully un-
derstand vision and perception yet.
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There is not only a heat wave at the
moment, but also a drought in Europe.
Every few weeks there is a new virus or
ecological disaster, and it is becoming
just a normal situation.

On the one hand we have a drought
and on the other hand we are drown-
ing in a flood of data—and it is all quite
overwhelming. There is also a flood
of disaster news headlines, covering
everything from the climate to AI and
other forms of apocalypse.

This is definitely a good background
for our conversation. You wrote a chap-
ter about my work in your book called
AI Art: Machine Visions and Warped
Dreams. There are a lot of interesting
overlaps between my practice and your
research. My first question is: how did
you develop your idea of nonhuman
photography?

Like you, I feel we have been in con-
versation for a very long time. We have
been looking at each other’s work,
seeing and sensing the world in simi-
lar ways. It is great that we now have an
opportunity to exchange ideas and see
points of convergence and divergence
between us. One of the many reasons
I was attracted to your work in the first
place was because of your very cre-
ative way of working with images and
words. I really like how text becomes a
form of image in your practice. My book
Nonhuman Photography, which came
out in 2017, was aimed as a reflection
on what is currently going on with im-
ages. The majority of images today, as
Trevor Paglen points out, are not taken
with a human viewer in mind. We are
also witnessing a displacement of the
gaze from humans to machines. So
with this term “nonhuman photogra-
phy” I meant three things: images that
were not of the human, such as depop-
ulated landscapes; images that were
not by the human, including devices
such as CCTV, drone cameras, tele-
scopes, or medical imaging cameras,
which take photographs without direct
human intervention; and, last but not
least, I was thinking about images that
were not made for the human, such
as QR codes but also fossils as a form
of “proto-photography.” In Nonhuman
Photography I tried to show that pho-
tography has been nonhuman for a
very long time. The first picture in the

KATJA NOVITSKOVA history of photography, the view from
the window from Nicéphore Niépce’s
house in Burgundy, took eight hours to
produce. It presents a distinctly non-
human view because there are shad-
ows on either side of the image. In a
similar vein, William Henry Fox Talbot
described his country mansion, La-
cock Abbey, as the first house that took
its own picture. We therefore have this
nonhuman dimension already at the
very beginning of photography.

You also have this idea of an image as
an expanded entity. It is not just a pic-
ture; it is a process of trace-making in
a mechanical way. Even Benjamin H.
Bratton mentions that photosynthesis
is a form of vision because it is a reac-
tion to light. It is a fixation of light in the
medium.

Absolutely. This also links with Lynn
Margulis’ work on life, organisms and
symbiosis, and thinking about how all
living organisms perceive. Perception
is a key driver of life that functions not
just in complex organisms, such as hu-
man and nonhuman ones. Perception
is also a form of image-taking, of cap-
turing something or, to use Bergson’s
terminology, of carving out space from
the optical flow. I am trying to expand
the notions of image and image-mak-
ing by going back to early organisms
and thinking of imaging as more than
just a human practice, and more than
a set of technical and mechanical ac-
tivities. Image-making can actually
perhaps be found at the origin of life.

In your draft of a new book, The Percep-
tion Machine, you mention that “per-
ception occurs in the world as much 
as it does in the eye and the brain.” For 
me that means that when light hits pro-
teins in a retina, the electrical signal is 
already an image encoded that goes 
into the brain and then expands into a 
picture.

That is why all these current develop-
ments around machine vision are, on
the one hand, fascinating and, on the
other, disappointing. They are mim-
icking human vision while using a very
simplified, almost two-dimensional idea
of human vision, believing that you can
reduce vision to pattern recognition and
to just seeing edges. Neuroscience,
biology and cognitive psychology are
all showing us that we do not fully un-
derstand vision and perception yet.
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There is not only a heat wave at the
moment, but also a drought in Europe.
Every few weeks there is a new virus or
ecological disaster, and it is becoming
just a normal situation.

On the one hand we have a drought
and on the other hand we are drown-
ing in a flood of data—and it is all quite
overwhelming. There is also a flood
of disaster news headlines, covering
everything from the climate to AI and
other forms of apocalypse.

This is definitely a good background
for our conversation. You wrote a chap-
ter about my work in your book called
AI Art: Machine Visions and Warped
Dreams. There are a lot of interesting
overlaps between my practice and your
research. My first question is: how did
you develop your idea of nonhuman
photography?

Like you, I feel we have been in con-
versation for a very long time. We have
been looking at each other’s work,
seeing and sensing the world in simi-
lar ways. It is great that we now have an
opportunity to exchange ideas and see
points of convergence and divergence
between us. One of the many reasons
I was attracted to your work in the first
place was because of your very cre-
ative way of working with images and
words. I really like how text becomes a
form of image in your practice. My book
Nonhuman Photography, which came
out in 2017, was aimed as a reflection
on what is currently going on with im-
ages. The majority of images today, as
Trevor Paglen points out, are not taken
with a human viewer in mind. We are
also witnessing a displacement of the
gaze from humans to machines. So
with this term “nonhuman photogra-
phy” I meant three things: images that
were not of the human, such as depop-
ulated landscapes; images that were
not by the human, including devices
such as CCTV, drone cameras, tele-
scopes, or medical imaging cameras,
which take photographs without direct
human intervention; and, last but not
least, I was thinking about images that
were not made for the human, such
as QR codes but also fossils as a form
of “proto-photography.” In Nonhuman
Photography I tried to show that pho-
tography has been nonhuman for a
very long time. The first picture in the

KATJA NOVITSKOVA history of photography, the view from
the window from Nicéphore Niépce’s
house in Burgundy, took eight hours to
produce. It presents a distinctly non-
human view because there are shad-
ows on either side of the image. In a
similar vein, William Henry Fox Talbot
described his country mansion, La-
cock Abbey, as the first house that took
its own picture. We therefore have this
nonhuman dimension already at the
very beginning of photography.

You also have this idea of an image as
an expanded entity. It is not just a pic-
ture; it is a process of trace-making in
a mechanical way. Even Benjamin H.
Bratton mentions that photosynthesis
is a form of vision because it is a reac-
tion to light. It is a fixation of light in the
medium.

Absolutely. This also links with Lynn
Margulis’ work on life, organisms and
symbiosis, and thinking about how all
living organisms perceive. Perception
is a key driver of life that functions not
just in complex organisms, such as hu-
man and nonhuman ones. Perception
is also a form of image-taking, of cap-
turing something or, to use Bergson’s
terminology, of carving out space from
the optical flow. I am trying to expand
the notions of image and image-mak-
ing by going back to early organisms
and thinking of imaging as more than
just a human practice, and more than
a set of technical and mechanical ac-
tivities. Image-making can actually
perhaps be found at the origin of life.

In your draft of a new book, The Percep-
tion Machine, you mention that “per-
ception occurs in the world as much 
as it does in the eye and the brain.” For 
me that means that when light hits pro-
teins in a retina, the electrical signal is 
already an image encoded that goes 
into the brain and then expands into a 
picture.

That is why all these current develop-
ments around machine vision are, on
the one hand, fascinating and, on the
other, disappointing. They are mim-
icking human vision while using a very
simplified, almost two-dimensional idea
of human vision, believing that you can
reduce vision to pattern recognition and
to just seeing edges. Neuroscience,
biology and cognitive psychology are
all showing us that we do not fully un-
derstand vision and perception yet.
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There is not only a heat wave at the
moment, but also a drought in Europe.
Every few weeks there is a new virus or
ecological disaster, and it is becoming
just a normal situation.

On the one hand we have a drought
and on the other hand we are drown-
ing in a flood of data—and it is all quite
overwhelming. There is also a flood
of disaster news headlines, covering
everything from the climate to AI and
other forms of apocalypse.

This is definitely a good background
for our conversation. You wrote a chap-
ter about my work in your book called
AI Art: Machine Visions and Warped
Dreams. There are a lot of interesting
overlaps between my practice and your
research. My first question is: how did
you develop your idea of nonhuman
photography?

Like you, I feel we have been in con-
versation for a very long time. We have
been looking at each other’s work,
seeing and sensing the world in simi-
lar ways. It is great that we now have an
opportunity to exchange ideas and see
points of convergence and divergence
between us. One of the many reasons
I was attracted to your work in the first
place was because of your very cre-
ative way of working with images and
words. I really like how text becomes a
form of image in your practice. My book
Nonhuman Photography, which came
out in 2017, was aimed as a reflection
on what is currently going on with im-
ages. The majority of images today, as
Trevor Paglen points out, are not taken
with a human viewer in mind. We are
also witnessing a displacement of the
gaze from humans to machines. So
with this term “nonhuman photogra-
phy” I meant three things: images that
were not of the human, such as depop-
ulated landscapes; images that were
not by the human, including devices
such as CCTV, drone cameras, tele-
scopes, or medical imaging cameras,
which take photographs without direct
human intervention; and, last but not
least, I was thinking about images that
were not made for the human, such
as QR codes but also fossils as a form
of “proto-photography.” In Nonhuman
Photography I tried to show that pho-
tography has been nonhuman for a
very long time. The first picture in the

KATJA NOVITSKOVA history of photography, the view from
the window from Nicéphore Niépce’s
house in Burgundy, took eight hours to
produce. It presents a distinctly non-
human view because there are shad-
ows on either side of the image. In a
similar vein, William Henry Fox Talbot
described his country mansion, La-
cock Abbey, as the first house that took
its own picture. We therefore have this
nonhuman dimension already at the
very beginning of photography.

You also have this idea of an image as
an expanded entity. It is not just a pic-
ture; it is a process of trace-making in
a mechanical way. Even Benjamin H.
Bratton mentions that photosynthesis
is a form of vision because it is a reac-
tion to light. It is a fixation of light in the
medium.

Absolutely. This also links with Lynn
Margulis’ work on life, organisms and
symbiosis, and thinking about how all
living organisms perceive. Perception
is a key driver of life that functions not
just in complex organisms, such as hu-
man and nonhuman ones. Perception
is also a form of image-taking, of cap-
turing something or, to use Bergson’s
terminology, of carving out space from
the optical flow. I am trying to expand
the notions of image and image-mak-
ing by going back to early organisms
and thinking of imaging as more than
just a human practice, and more than
a set of technical and mechanical ac-
tivities. Image-making can actually
perhaps be found at the origin of life.

In your draft of a new book, The Percep-
tion Machine, you mention that “per-
ception occurs in the world as much 
as it does in the eye and the brain.” For 
me that means that when light hits pro-
teins in a retina, the electrical signal is 
already an image encoded that goes 
into the brain and then expands into a 
picture.

That is why all these current develop-
ments around machine vision are, on
the one hand, fascinating and, on the
other, disappointing. They are mim-
icking human vision while using a very
simplified, almost two-dimensional idea
of human vision, believing that you can
reduce vision to pattern recognition and
to just seeing edges. Neuroscience,
biology and cognitive psychology are
all showing us that we do not fully un-
derstand vision and perception yet.
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