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Destabilized Duration of Google Street View 

 Google Street View presents the public realm as ‘fact’, mapped and documented, and 
then reconstituted online, a virtual representation of the street condition. The recorded image 
capture of a given street scene reveals a disjunction of duration, exposing a multiplicity of planes 
that exist within this digital realm. As the Google van records a series of presents through 
movement in time, the inhabitants and life on the street operate independently of the capture; 
creating a disjunction between the rendered images, fixing a series of moments that reveal the 
two independent layers or two simultaneous presents. This disjunction of time multiplies, as the 
computer user navigates the constructed street scene, each movement through space measured 
and choreographed, each ‘present’ occupiable as mapped by Google; the path of travel of the van 
reveals the directional disconnect in relation to the user’s. Further exacerbating this condition is 
the re-stitching of mapped routes, revealing seasonal changes within a coherent setting. The then 
present of capture in relation to the constantly shifting present of the actual condition reveals 
additional disparities. A sense of continuity is ruptured with each disparity, requiring the user to 
synthesize the disconnects, forming new cognitive processes in the process. A condition bound 
up with potential, this paper proposes that this destabilized duration in the digital realm dislodges 
‘habit’ and opens up a smooth space of thought, in the process, allowing for an interrogation of 
established concepts like ‘the other’, the concept of the public realm, its spatial qualities, as well 
as visual characteristics of a hybrid image.  
 

Introduction 

 Google Street View (GSV) presents the public realm as ‘fact’, mapped and documented, 

and then reconstituted online, a virtual representation of the street condition. The raw material of 

the urban realm is rendered as a static, albeit fluid, image; one that sits uncomfortably between 

photography and cinema. What results from this montage of image capture produces a 

destabilized notion of duration; duration in the sense of movement, of time and of psychological 

experience. A sense of continuity is ruptured with each disparity, requiring the user to synthesize 

the disconnects, forming new cognitive processes in the process. A condition bound up with 

potential, this paper proposes that this destabilized duration in the digital realm dislodges habit, 

allowing for an interrogation of existing concepts and opening up a smooth space of creative 
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thought. Speculative in nature, the paper engages the problematics of the visual phenomena 

through Deleuze’s work in Cinema as well as Bergsonism, in order to draw out the ruptures and 

fissures of duration within GSV. 

 

The Visual Phenomenon of GSV 

In the most basic sense, Google Street View is comprised of a series of photographs that 

are stitched together and then reconstituted online, re-presenting the existing street condition. 

Deploying an army of vehicles equipped with a camera that captures a series of photographs that 

provide a 360-degree view, Google’s vans objectively capture the city while driving through it, 

freezing the street condition on a random day at a random time, capturing urban detritus, graffiti, 

vacancy and the like.  To navigate, the viewer can drop ‘the man on the street’ onto any area that 

has been mapped.  Utilizing the mouse, the viewer can pan the reconstructed view, as well as 

move along the street by way of directional arrows to navigate and frame the view.   

Within GSV, a number of visual disjunctions slowly emerge as the viewer pans within a 

particular location, revealing how ‘objective’ the capture truly is. The driver operates the van, the 

camera is on remote. There is no framing of an aestheticized view; the hierarchy of the 

photograph does not exist, as sun flares and graffiti are given the same weight as parks and tree-

lined streets. Through movement, directional disjunctions begin to emerge, as vehicles, bicyclists 

and pedestrians unpredictably enter and exit the frame. Seasonal disjunctions reveal gaps in the 

mapping process, as various points of the city are connected at a later date by an updated capture. 

And perhaps most intriguingly, the city remains inexplicably disconnected, as directional arrows 

do not exist where streets have not yet been mapped, resulting in a representation of a street 

condition that cannot be traversed by the man on the street. The digital artifacts multiply when 
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the ‘print’ function is executed. The actual construction of the environment reveals itself. The 

radical wide-angle optics bend vertical and horizontal lines and the topography of the city is 

revealed; the framing of the view reveals the disjunction of the capture image in relation to the 

seaming of the photographs, rupturing the continuous digital smooth space of the street scene. 

 

Concept of Duration 

 Deleuze engages Bergson’s concept of duration first in Bergsonism, and then in Cinema 

1 & Cinema 2, where he articulates the crisis of the image and the implications for cinema and 

our conception of duration. As an abstract concept, Deleuze briefly defines Bergson’s concept as 

“a case of transition, of a change, a becoming, but it is a becoming that endures, a change that is 

substance itself.” (1988: 37) But importantly, duration is not merely a lived experience, but 

rather goes beyond experience and gives us a ‘composite’ of space and duration, for recollection 

of a past experience is immediately bound up with a spatial representation with an enduring 

timeline, a sense of the past in relation to the present.  Pure duration is a succession that is purely 

internal with no spatiality, and concerns itself with a difference in kind; whereas space exists as 

pure exteriority, flat or depthless, without succession, and concerns itself with difference in 

degree. “The two combine, and into this combination space introduces the forms of its extrinsic 

distinctions or of its homogeneous and discontinuous ‘sections,’ while duration contributes an 

internal succession that is both heterogeneous and continuous.” (Ibid, 37) In relation to the 

whole, then, space is a quantitative marker, while duration becomes a qualitative aspect, where 

the whole is continuously in transition.1 And importantly, the whole is open, as duration persists, 

                                                
1 We can think of here, the famous Bergson example of the sugar cube, where it has a spatial 
configuration and if we limit ourselves to comparing it with other things from this aspect, we 
only achieve a difference in degree. But in relation to duration, the sugar cube in water not only 
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whereas space is a static phenomenon that is merely a set within the whole. Critical to this aspect 

is that time is a single time, and the multiplicity of experiences of duration participates in this 

single time. (1988: 82)  

  In cinema, this concept of duration has profound implications. In a direct articulation of 

Bergson’s third thesis of movement and change, Deleuze stakes out the baseline of duration as it 

applies to movement: movement is a translation in space, movement through space produces a 

qualitative change in the whole. For the photographic image, an instant becomes an immobile 

section of movement, for the single image isolates the action and removes movement from the 

image. In cinema, the series of images presents movement, or a mobile section of duration, in 

which the sequence of images restores movement to the photograph.  In the movement-image, 

then, duration is bound up with movement in the image, with the sequence of framing and 

montage altering our sense of duration, severing the continuity of a perceived whole. Through 

the construction of the film, the framing of the shot and its sequencing of montage manipulates 

our perception of duration, producing ruptures and fissures in the overall narrative, requiring the 

viewer to synthesize the larger narrative from the discontinuous sections.  

 This becomes further complicated as the Movement-Image gives way to the Time-Image, 

moving from an indirect representation to a direct representation of time. Movement becomes 

subordinated to time, and the transformation of the kinds of images that are predominant in the 

earlier regime of the movement-image changes radically, from perception, affection and action 

images to images of description, narration and thought. These new images confront time in a 

new way, where movement becomes a perspective on time (Rodowick, 81); where aberrant 

                                                                                                                                                       
has a spatial configuration, but it also has a durational component which undergoes 
transformation (dissolves) over time, which marks a qualitative change not only of other things, 
but also with itself. 



Gilge, 5 

movement signals a disruption of continuity and ‘normal’ movement as it relates to time; time 

becomes further out of synch as recollection images blur the timeline of the narrative to the point 

of indiscernibility; montage constructs a timeline in which time itself is out of joint, where sheets 

of time or aspects overlap and events or accents of the present produces something akin to a 

geological layering of durations that call into question which is ‘real’; and finally, this geologic 

or stratigraphic layers become accumulation of opsigns and sonsigns that are heautonomous 

images that intersect at seemingly random points, where the out-of-frame is as important as the 

framed view. Critically, this transformation of the movement-image to the time-image signals a 

new plane of immanence, or image of thought, where time itself is out of joint, producing a 

different mode of existence, embracing a kind of schizophrenic experience. The new disposition 

of the viewer or spectator is one of “what is there to see in this image” rather than a concern for 

what comes next; what this signifies is an embracing of the present, a pure state of time, rather 

than a spatialized time that is bound up with a telos. 

 

Duration within Google Street View 

 I stake out some of the key aspects of Deleuze’s use of duration, which does not even 

come close to fully articulating the complexity of his thought and how the cinematographic 

image reflects a new plane of immanence. Like much of Deleuze’s work, the power of his 

thought comes from his eschewing fixed categories and definitions; and with that, articulating a 

concise definition of ‘duration’ is impossible without effacing the nuances that exist in the 

various ways in which he uses it. With that in mind, this brief explication begins to layout some 

key concepts in which to interrogate the GSV phenomenon, a phenomenon that resists easy 

categorization on a number of conceptual planes.  
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 In the most basic sense, GSV captures a slice of time, an immobile section of the built 

environment, as it exists on a random day at a random time; this snapshot of time is reproduced 

continuously. The method of capture is photographic; the interface renders the built environment 

cinematic, for the series of images do not have the same hierarchical consideration as that of the 

still photograph, and the user can survey a scene and move through an environment that 

approximates movement through time. What results is an uncertain kind of image, one that is 

static in its essence, but operates far more dynamically than a static photograph. Deploying the 

‘man on the street’, the environment is reconstructed, and moving through space adds movement 

back to the image, producing a sequence of images that creates a mobile section of duration, in a 

straightforward, linear and homogeneous sense, tending towards cinema.  

 As the environment is reconstructed, the ease in which we move through this new digital 

realm closely approximates our experience of the real world. With the static spatial elements less 

susceptible to a durational change, we seamlessly integrate our actual experience with this digital 

representation. From a hermeneutical and phenomenological perspective, we integrate this 

experience into our horizon of meaning and assimilate the experience effortlessly.  In Deleuze’s 

book on Hume, he says of duration, “The mind, considered from the viewpoint of the appearance 

of its perceptions, was essentially succession, time. To speak of the subject now is to speak of 

duration, custom, habit and anticipation. Anticipation is habit, and habit is anticipation… Habit 

is the constitutive root of the subject, and the subject, at root, is the synthesis of time—the 

synthesis of the present and the past in light of the future.” (1991: 92-3) Moving through the 

world, then, is one of habit and anticipation; we understand the order of the environment based 

on our previous experiences. When experiencing a place for the first time, larger structures stand 

out more than details of the environment. It is through repeated exposure or experience that we 
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develop a more detailed mental representation of a particular environment. As Deleuze rightly 

says of perception, we perceive the elements that interest us; everything else falls away from the 

image we construct.  

 These two durational aspects of GSV, duration of movement as it is recorded and 

archived, as well as the latent psychological durational experience for the individual users, 

become critical points of investigation as they relate to the actual duration of the GSV interface.  

The overall duration of GSV is dependent upon a host of factors; from the time of the initial 

capture, additional ‘mappings’ take place. In some instances, intersections are remapped in order 

to connect streets that were previously severed. Other instances include areas that were 

previously unmapped, while a third variation stems from the age of the capture in relation to the 

kind of environment in question. In commercial urban areas, certain streets are mapped with 

greater frequency compared to more stable residential sections. These various stages of mapping 

take place over a period of time, each capture as unknown as the previous, resulting in an 

uncertain timeline.  

 An important component of this uncertain timeline for a given environment is the 

uncertain assemblage of the various captures. It is not immediately apparent where one iteration 

will stop and another one will begin; the disconnects are only revealed as the user traverses the 

digital terrain; and when encountered, produce a jarring splicing of time. Visually, what emerges 

from this assemblage of capture is a montaged environment. From the perspective of the 

movement-image, the continuity of the built environment is maintained; the physical transition is 

seamless while the temporal continuity produces a disconnect, where one image may be taken on 

a gray winter day, and the connecting image on a sunny summer day (and possibly an upgraded 

optic quality). Or another instance, from one street, a building is standing, but from the adjacent 
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street, a building is being constructed. The destabilization of the montaged sequence, from a 

Time-Image perspective, presents the incompossible, as all iterations may be true, but all cannot 

true simultaneously. The sheets of time form a stratigraphic layer of the built environment, 

revealing the various visual topography as it existed through time, at various points of capture, 

only further exacerbated when the satellite aerial image is considered; all of which is viewed in 

relation to a constantly shifting present, or rather, the present from which the viewer’s point of 

reference.  

 What results from these intervals between one capture and the next is an any-space-

whatever, which, loosely defined by Deleuze, “Space is no longer a particular determined space, 

it has become any–space–whatever… a perfectly singular space which has nearly lost its 

homogeneity, and is the principal of its metric relations or the connection of its own parts, so that 

the linkages can be made in an infinite number of ways. It is a space of virtual conjunction, 

grasped as a pure locus of the possible. What in fact manifests the instability, the heterogeneity, 

the absence of link of such a space, is a richness in potentials or singularities which are, as it 

were, prior conditions of all actualization, all determination.” (1986:109) While this type of 

disconnect is immediately recognizable for the casual observer at the molar level, there is 

another layer of duration which becomes destabilized as the individual users explore the 

interface, happening at the molecular level.  In short, everyone has a Street View story.  

 It happens slowly, the way in which we integrate GSV into our lives. At first, it’s looking 

up an address for a business, then real estate; each time, we drop the ‘man on the street’ at the 

location to ‘take a look around’ to get a sense of the destination, often moving up and down the 

street to obtain a better view. Depending on circumstances, this may be the extent of the 

exploration, and the user travels to the site, sometimes finding that the site looks nothing like the 
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image. Countless stories.  If not pressed for time, curiosity ensues, with the user often going to 

familiar places, ‘just to see’. Their place of residence; the coffee shop they frequent. We are 

creatures of habit, and we have familiar haunts that we pass by on a regular basis, and find solace 

in continuities. And from there, the stories unfold. A particular car parked in front that no longer 

parks there, the house is now grey instead of white, a recently deceased parent caught crossing 

the road at some point in time, where one lives is still under construction… the stories are 

endless. Some are wistful, some are nostalgic, others an air of satisfaction, some have a hint of 

resentment. Overall, each mention takes on a kind of significance, where the date of capture is 

defined by another independent event in the past. 

 As we convene upon the digital archive of the public realm, the multiplicity of 

ruminations radically alters the visual topography that is rendered through movement. The 

psychological duration of experience transforms the quantitative difference in degree to a 

difference in kind. Within a single street scene, a variety of users will discern a variety of things; 

each will compare the image against their own previous experience, each recollection a product 

of habit and perception; an anticipation of an image that resembles how we understand the scene 

to exist in the present, or from the present of the past in which we experienced it first hand. As a 

result, each viewer will notice different discontinuities, either as a result of ‘interest’ in which 

was previously perceived at the molecular level; or from a generalized familiarity of the molar 

level. This variation of the visual topography and how that difference is rendered not only 

‘spatializes’ time in a particular layered way, but also potentially renders time in its pure essence, 

or at Deleuze quotes Proust, “a little time in its pure state.” (1988: 85) This potentiality stems 

from the multiplicity of time, the layers of time experienced at the moment of the event or 

observation: the experience of the space as digitally represented in relation to the layers of 
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experience associated with the site in question, as well as the present as it is apprehended first 

hand, all the while consciously aware of the various disconnects that are writ large on the vertical 

screen of the computer, where the yard suddenly looks unruly, the façade decrepit, the 

idiosyncratic day on which the capture was taken, where discarded objects are archived; the 

culmination of aspects and accents articulates an unpredictable topography within each viewer, 

each disconnect potentially influencing their own plane of immanence and the degree to which 

habit and anticipation dictates our movements and thoughts. 

 My first experience of ‘time in a pure state’ was in 2008, shortly after I moved to Seattle. 

I was working on a painting series that used aerial photographs, and the site of interest was the 

steepest street in Seattle. Being new to Seattle, there were many parts of the city with which I 

was unfamiliar, and the idea of the ‘steepest street’ was intriguing.  What does this look like? I 

couldn’t help but wonder. I dropped the ‘man’ on the intersection, and as I moved the image, my 

eye rested on a group of cabinets that lay discarded on the street corner. And I stopped. And then 

I laughed. There was something about the banality of the image, a nondescript residential 

intersection with a discarded collection of things that became part of a public archive, and I 

couldn’t help but ask, what does it mean for this to be part of the archived built environment? 

And what kind of narrative is this constructing? This visual navigable archive, one in which the 

viewer is granted a great degree of agency in traversing the environment, from their computer; 

giving them a different ‘first-hand’ experience of places not yet been, what happens to our ability 

to have new experiences, when they become pre-formed based on a digital representation? While 

this has continuously been the case as it relates to travel, it has been predicated on the more 

monumental experiences, not the banal, everyday experiences of the city in which we live. And I 

couldn’t help but wonder how this way of looking at the world, through this objective capture 
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might fundamentally alter how we move through the world. The dangers seem clear, but what 

are the opportunities? 

 GSV stories are offered to me, usually unprovoked. I collect them, like a photo album 

that has its own duration, for these moments can be fleeting, especially the missed connections in 

the mapping process, where I can see the street in front of me, but I cannot continue forward, the 

points not yet mapped; or instances where the mapping process is evident, moving through an 

intersection that has road construction, and in a normal occurrence, one would need to make a 

left or a right, but in GSV, one can continue to move through the construction, ending up in the 

same place, but a radically different time is rendered as one navigates along the intervals as 

mapped by Google, resulting in a destabilizing experience. As a first occurrence, the disjunction 

is akin to a sublime experience, sublime with a small S, one that is quickly subsumed by our 

cognitive functions, the sophisticated synthesis of cinema has long sense conditioned our brains 

to assimilate discontinuity out of habit. Purely out of habit. 

 

Conclusion 

 In Anti-Oedipus, Deleuze and Guattari develop schizoanalysis as a counter-proposal to 

the ‘leveling’ that results from psychoanalysis and the ‘Oedipalization’ of everything, finding 

Oedipus in all relationships as an explanation for behavior or exhibiting particular desires. While 

they are quick to point out that this condition does exist, as Freud suggests, it is not, however, the 

primary condition that dictates how we move through the world. As a way to get out of the 

illegitimate conjunctive synthesis “Oh, so that’s what it means…” which smoothes difference 

and desire as a pure force or creation. They argue for a new way of interrogating our desiring-

machines, one that destroys beliefs and representation, held assumptions that mediate or dictate 
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how we move through the world. At the same time, schizoanalysis has productive tasks, ones 

that which help expose the larger structures that suppress desire in its most fundamental sense; 

exposure that enables us to approach situations and respond according to molecular desires, 

rather than the molar interests that predominantly dictate our behavior. There are habits, that 

allow us to move through our day, like breathing and walking, but there are also habits that 

efface the very difference we should embrace, habits that precondition the choices we make, 

rather than confronting an existence of ‘choosing to choose’.  

 I believe this way of interrogating offers a lot of potential for the individual; and I think 

this way of questioning and engaging restores a ‘belief in this world’ that Deleuze speaks of, a 

new kind of ethics that not only restores faith but also makes us laugh. To laugh at ourselves, but 

also the capitalist machine that is archiving every street, even in Antarctica, and the absurdity of 

the cabinet on the corner, where it still resides in the digital realm, nearly 4 years later. Rather 

than an “oh, so that’s what it…” fill-in-the-blank, and quickly assimilating them into our horizon 

of meaning without considering a more profound existence that might open up new lines of the 

possible in our everyday lives.   

 While on the one hand, I argue that navigating the world through GSV has the potential 

to fundamentally alter how we move through the world, altering our cognitive processes that 

moves us a little closer to a schizophrenic condition, where we lose our sense of place as it 

begins to be constructed by the series of presents or intersections with which we are familiar; on 

the other hand, I also argue that this kind of state opens up new ways of seeing the world, seeing 

it for what it is, rather than through the lens of habit and anticipation through which we have 

grown accustomed to seeing the world. The photographic environment of GSV has a hyper-

objective quality that enables a kind of distancing that isn’t predicated on the framing of a 
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traditional photograph.  When deploying the ‘man on the street’ and the aerial map transitions to 

street view, it requires us to get our bearings, for the orientation and exact placement is never 

predictable. This placing ourselves alters our embodied experience and requires us to read the 

image in ways that were previously not required. As Deleuze elegantly states in Cinema 1, “If we 

see very few things in an image, this is because we do not know how to read it properly.” 

(1986:12-13) In other words, this means being in a situation where “the viewer’s problem 

becomes ‘what is there to see in the image?’ (And not now ‘what are we going to see in the next 

image?’)” (1989:272) The mode of existence, akin to schizoanalysis, enables the viewer to 

embrace a way of seeing that sees for what it is, rather than looking at what it means, to think 

new thoughts rather than thinking as recollection based on habits and anticipation, and to 

question existing concepts, like the nature of the archive, the image, and how we perceive the 

other, to name but just a few. 
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