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In the 1980s and 1990s, the new media invited us to a grand dream. For a while, it 

seemed as if we could forget the earth and its gravity-bound places, and the 

movement of people, of material bodies, of atoms, so to speak, in order to move in 

and with bits and bytes. Computers and their networks seemed to make perfect 

parallel worlds possible. The nets spanning the globe would allow us to become 

perfectly independent from local conditions and to seek out places in complete 

freedom, and to change them. 

 

The story did not play out exactly in that way. After that phase of enthusiasm for 

placelessness in computer networks—and around the end of the dot-com bubble in 

2000—another story began. It is a story of ever tighter connection and interlocking 

of clearly terrestrial situations with media approaching the concrete places ever 

more closely. Localisation around the globe, identifications, and media worlds 

cohere extremely tightly today. But just how they do so is still a question which 

remains to be answered. 

 

Floods of images and the new media are a significant part of an economic and 

social development which has drastically changed physical, tangible places and 

social relations, and continues to change them. Information and images travel 

faster and faster and in ever greater numbers, and reach more and more places. 

And not only information and images, but also people, goods, and capital have 

attained a mobility which never existed before in human history. This is true for 

the range of mobility, as well as its speed and frequency. 



This has consequences for physical places, yet which ones? Some theorists 

assumed that movement and the circulation of images in mass media would cause 

global space not only to be experienced as more homogeneous, but that the social 

meanings of places and the unique character of local relationships would fade 

away. The concrete location as the intersection of experiences and histories, as a 

place where people meet and live out relationships, was in this view on the verge 

of dissolving into an undifferentiated spatial continuum. This development would 

lead to a levelling and homogenisation of the experience of geographic as well as 

social space. 

 

Objections to such considerations came from many corners. Specific experiences, 

activities, and relationships remain tied to specific places. That holds true for the 

production of wine, the mining of raw materials, or the attraction of specific 

landscapes. As far as the media goes, it was and is completely possible to imagine 

not only global but also locally acquired forms, and thus the possibility of local 

identifications living on. New media can be based on local knowledge and, in that 

they communicate that knowledge, strengthen it. Local identities can also acquire 

and transform possibilities for political organisation and self-determination; there 

is the possibility of an engaged, consciously sought and cultivated, locally-oriented 

culture. In the counterargument to the assumption of homogenisation, the 

possibilities of place, of the local, are nowhere near being thought through. 

 

And then there were and are new possibilities that were not yet visible in the first 

enthusiastic or sceptical considerations of placeless media. Interactive media allow 

us to be in constant communication with a place—and many other places—not 

only “on-site”, but also from sites which, geographically speaking, are far away. 

Here, new connections between places and identities suggest themselves, in which 



great mobility and the intermittent settledness of people both play a role. Electronic 

media give a boost to the possibility of feeling communicatively connected from 

far away to an acquired space, a space previously or sporadically experienced as 

one’s own. Local conversational contexts can organise themselves globally. This is 

an important opportunity for migrants, as well as for all those who work and live in 

multiple places. 

 

This has affected more and more people in recent decades. They connect the places 

where they currently are with the experiences they had in other places which they 

remain connected to, possibly even permanently and in real time. This means in 

any case a change both here and there in the local interrelationships that enter into 

relations in a new way. Through all the connectedness with a place, new and often 

unexpected processes of mediation emerge “far away” between everyday 

surroundings and the news from the “acquired space”. Places are read, loaded, and 

interpreted with the experiences of other places. The result is not simply levelling 

out, but the discovery and invention of new connections. All of this changes what 

exists locally, yet it does not dissolve it, but instead produces mixes. From this 

perspective, places turn out to be complex situations, networked on multiple levels, 

which change incessantly, without necessarily losing their own unique character. 

 

It is possible to form and live one’s identity with reference to multiple local 

identifying interrelationships. That affects not only communication, but also 

dietary habits, the décor of apartments, the architecture of houses, aesthetic views, 

the great exercise of settling into various places, and much more. The patterns of 

living with space and time change. What presence means and what absence is, is 

no longer completely clear, as physical presence and absence are now just one—

even if a very important one—criterion. It is even conceivable to speak of a 



presence in the distant place, a “distant presence” (Manfred Faßler). In the best 

case, the result of this multiplied experience is a competent, confident handling of 

diversity and diverse connections. This virtuosity and mobility is a quality which is 

not at all limited to minorities any more. Where it is not coerced and where it is not 

experienced as an excessive demand, it means great gains in individual freedom. 

 

Images are infinitely important in this process, as images are “a power capable of 

planning our points of access to the world in advance and thus of determining how 

we ultimately see what the world ‘is’” (Gottfried Boehm). One concern that was 

expressed in the 1980s was that those images which are most disseminated are 

those which globally disseminate the norms of a western middle-class lifestyle as 

the norms of life in general. And next to these images stand those of landscapes 

and places that quickly turn into clichés, where the Rialto Bridge stands for 

Venice, the Eiffel Tower for Paris, and the Tokyo Tower for Tokyo. This form of 

the production of visibility can rely on recognition and in any case has mass media 

on its side. Nothing could push the experience of places in their complexity further 

into the distance than image productions that disseminate clichés, stereotypes, and 

normalised images of typical middle-class life. They show the concrete landscape, 

the concrete city, the concrete place and its social relationships as a visual space 

whose important images are already familiar before contact and thus immunise 

against its discovery. This process can be considered as an outflow of the “tourist 

gaze”, which has become a mass phenomenon in wealthier societies since the 

1970s. 

 

Today, important images are those which seek out places, come into contact with 

them, connect their unique characters with a diversity of cultural experiences, and 

explore the many layers of meaning and interconnectedness. Erika Matsunami’s 



installations and video works react to the mobility and complexity of experiences 

of places. They show and examine the new field that arises from all the images, 

their easy transportability and their links, in a perspective enriched by diverse 

cultural experiences. Her works allow concrete places and things their own 

qualities. They insist upon their new and often global links as well as on their 

history, not to fix them, but to show them as the currently available and irrefutable 

ground of their unique character. Truth and fiction, fact and belief, the imaginary 

of a place and the desires that are linked to it, all mix. Her works show places in 

the provisional, floating conditions in which they allow themselves to be seen 

today, if we take a closer look. 


