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Google Street View: Artistic Practices as Lines of Flight 

 Google Street View presents the world as fact, mapped and documented, and 
reconstituted online; a virtual representation of a street condition. The raw material of the urban 
realm is rendered as a static, albeit fluid, image. As a visual phenomenon, the dynamic interface 
invites a range of user practices—from both producers and consumers—that resists easy 
categorization. This multiplicity of practices produces a supple plane of organization, in which 
anticipated uses of Street View like advertising, real estate and way-finding exist in relation to a 
range of innovative uses that advance or augment a variety of disciplines and broaden the 
horizon of meaning for various consumers. Ranging from academic research to sensationalist 
curatorial practices, from interactive music video to a controversial gaming backdrop, the co-
constitutive plane and its potentialities continue to shift over time. This paper proposes that the 
conceptual organizational categories of the molar, molecular, and the line of flight are three 
broader categories in which to situate the range of uses of Street View. With a particular focus on 
artistic practices that exemplify the intrinsic qualities of the line of flight, this paper argues that 
these lines generate movement in the social field and highlight the inherent production potential 
of the creative act. Despite Google’s ardent support of innovative, creative practices to further 
advance their market share, the first positive task and a sense of wonder, remains. 
 

Google Street View as visual interface 

Google Street View presents the world as fact, mapped and documented, and 

reconstituted online. Deploying an army of vehicles equipped with cameras, 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. Constructed from a 

series of photographs that are stitched together, the interface re-presents the existing street 

condition with a 360-degree view. To access Street View, the viewer can drop ‘Pegman’ onto 

any area in Maps in order to view the street scene. To navigate, the viewer pans within the image 

and moves along the street by way of directional arrows in order to frame the view. Street View 

is fully integrated within Google’s mapping services. When conducting a search for a business, 
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Google offers a link to Street View when available. Many external online sites offer links to 

Google Maps and Street View through the API Google makes readily available. The transition is 

most seamless when ‘zooming’ into a location in Google Maps or Earth, where the user 

automatically transitions from aerial to street view via a scrolling mouse wheel or screen 

navigation buttons.  

 Launched in 2007, the initial rollout of Street View consisted of only five cities in the 

United States. By late 2008, a majority of the larger US cities were mapped, with a concentration 

on commercial areas. Since then, secondary streets, suburban and rural areas are continually 

being added to the expanding archive. The first iterations worked out many of the logistical 

elements of capture, including quality of image, storage of data, and vehicle modifications 

(Google 2012). Subsequent iterations have experienced an increase in image quality, addressed 

privacy concerns through blurring software, as well as simplified the capture system to enable 

deployment of a fleet of vehicles to accomplish their Sisyphean task of mapping every street, in 

line with their goal of organizing the world’s information (Anguelov 2010). Today, Google has 

mapped portions of all continents, including Antarctica and remote regions like the Amazon, 

through the advancement of capture processes, deploying not only vehicles, but trikes, trolleys, 

back-pack infrastructures, and most recently, a walking stick. This diversity of means of capture 

allows them to extend their scope to pedestrian plazas and narrow streets, nature trails and ski 

slopes, historic and cultural monuments, as well as mapping interior spaces of commercial 

partners, educational and cultural institutions.1  

 What results from their enormous undertaking is the subsequent proliferation of 

applications of the interface. Original uses included address look-up/ way-finding tool, nostalgic 

views of previous residences, reconnaissance of potential residences and surrounding 
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neighborhood. With increased coverage, additional uses have emerged over time. A general 

curiosity about the world engenders the virtual tourist travelling exotic mapped lands; 

comprehensive coverage serves to augment planning research and resource management; with 

automated capture, a new genre of ‘curators’ look for unusual captures for sport; adver-games 

create a game-like environment for interactive advertisements and use Street View as the gaming 

backdrop, producing a neologism in the process (Eng 2011). Researchers and non-profits use this 

raw material to create cultural, open-source history projects2 and environmental awareness 

campaigns.3  

 In the process, Google is expanding the definition of the ‘street’ with their newest 

projects ‘Treks’. Its tag line of ‘the journey beyond the road’ taps into the ‘explorer’ psyche with 

their invitation, “Unleash your inner explorer. Trek with Google Maps and experience views 

from around the world.”4 Users can take virtual museum tours, go on hiking expeditions, view 

ski slopes and dive underwater; they can travel the world and see the world’s historic monuments 

and natural landscape treasures, like the Swiss Alps, as well as view sites of cultural/cult appeal 

like the stadium site of the recent Super Bowl or the Burj Khalifa. Over time, these advances in 

technology and scope have produced a supple interface with inherent potential as raw material. A 

wave of creative and artistic practices seize this rich visual archive of the built environment, 

producing bodies of work that engage the interface in a number of ways: interventionist 

strategies, curatorial practices, and use of the raw material as means of production, thereby 

supplanting actual engagement with the built environment.5  
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Characterizing User Practices 

 This initial, cursory inventory of Street View phenomena sketches out broader 

organizational categories in which to understand and situate the user practices as part of an 

unfolding cultural phenomenon. Deleuze and Guattari’s conceptual categories of the Molar, the 

Molecular and the Line of Flight become a helpful means to understand how each of these 

practices unfold and shift in relation to some possible uses of Street View, as anticipated by 

Google.6 In A Thousand Plateaus: Capitalism and Schizophrenia, Deleuze and Guattari develop 

‘molar’ and ‘molecular’ relationships in two ways: as larger social structures and as lines that 

comprise individuals’ desires and tendencies.7 In the former, they describe the molar as a ‘rigid 

segmentarity’; established social structures, norms within a society, and relations between 

people. States, institutions and class are examples of contemporary molar structures that 

influence individual practices, or standard ways of operating based on cultural norms. 

Identification with these structures and norms at the individual level predetermine perceived 

choices of relationships, careers, political affiliations, etc., and often cause one to remain in a 

given assemblage or arrangement out of obligation or sense of commitment. This fixes society, 

allowing a perpetuation of the culture, but leaves little room for change or becoming for the 

individual, as the field of potentialities or a sense of ‘choice’ is constrained by these 

relationships.  

 The molecular is described as a ‘supple segmentation,’ where fixed structures are no 

longer considered in the same manner or have the same authority. External forces shift 

established relations and reveal interests, desires, fears, etc. at the individual level. This operates 

outside of conceptual categories like state, class and religious organizations. Conceived of as 

fissures or cracks, acceptance of the practices that go against the dominant social or group 
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formation create movement within the larger social structure. The more structured a society, the 

greater the number of fissures that exist underneath the surface. This produces volatile lines of 

flight when the pressure can no longer be managed, perhaps exemplified by the string of protests 

of Arab Spring and the Occupy Movement. A liberal, open society, on the other hand, allows for 

many segmentations, creating a supple or accepting environment of a multiplicity of beliefs and 

practices, rather than a ‘towing the party line’. A present day example might be  the sea change 

of acceptance of marriage equality has shifted the molar conception of the heterosexual union to 

accommodate a union between two people. 

  These lines exhibit particular characteristics within the individual, also comprised of 

molar and molecular aspects. The molar line can be seen as a calculable or foreseen element of 

behavior, one that is defined and concrete, such as aspects of our lives that adhere to the larger 

social norms. Molecular lines are ungraspable, imperceptible, one that is identifiable only when 

it has past, a line that splinters from the dominant molar line and creates movement and 

suppleness within the overall social structure, such as divergent beliefs that go against the grain 

of the norm. Extending the marriage example, a staunch opponent of gay marriage might shift 

their beliefs when a family member or close friend is affected by the new ruling, turning an 

abstract idea into a highly subjective, personal situation that forces or effects a transformation 

that is neither rationally arrived at nor evident as the transformation takes place. 

 The line of flight is immanent to the social field and is a result of the tension that is 

produced from extant molar and molecular forces. These two different forces constantly react 

and interfere with each other. The interplay of the two lines results in fissures and cracks within 

the coherent milieu. When cracks are pushed to the limit, what results is a line of flight. 

Considered a rupture, the line of flight represents a fundamental shift in the social field, 
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producing ‘run offs’ - divergent social or individual practices - in all directions. This experience 

produces an altered state or cognitive shift, a deterritorialization, in which a ‘return’ to the 

original molar structure is no longer possible.8 The potential for the line of the flight is marked 

by the departure from a dominant order, thereby influencing its configuration in the process, 

much like the first passage of marriage equality giving way to more States voting on ballot 

measures. The inevitable outcome (and possible danger) is that the line of flight will be 

subsumed or recaptured by the social field. As general acceptance extends to more portions of 

the country, the ‘institution’ of marriage is positively redefined, but the ‘institution’ itself 

survives. This recapturing process, or reterritorialization, is necessary, but has the potential to 

reproduce the same negative effects of the previous molar structure.9 

 When considering Street View, the molar line represents standard ‘sanctioned’ uses as 

anticipated by Google, whether from a producer or end-user activity. This includes the 

incorporation of a Street View image into an existing website, either for real estate or 

commercial purposes, or from the user realm, viewed for way-finding purposes, either daily 

navigation or prospective residential consideration. In both instances, these activities were 

anticipated by Google, and they are on ‘record’ for articulating them as such.10  

 The molecular line represents the idiosyncratic or innovative uses that challenge its role 

as a mere navigation tool and expands its cultural significance from producer or end-user 

standpoint. Examples of this kind of usage range from its integration into a larger interface, such 

as its implementation into videogames and exercise equipment as backdrop, or the pending 

imagery inclusion in GPS systems; to user strategies that use the tool as a virtual means to assess 

the condition of the built environment. Two such examples that work directly with 

representations of the built environment are street audits,11 a visual inventory of the built 
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environment (from the general condition, quantity and location of community infrastructures to 

the overall aesthetic quality) or design boards that provide site context for projects or as a way to 

educate citizens by exposing them to different urban typologies.12 Interactive features like a 

recent State Farm ad engage the users’ input to overlay a programmed advertisement onto Street 

View imagery or the range of automobile companies that produce game environments as part of 

a giveaway contest.13 Projects like ‘History Pin’ and ‘What was there’ blend historic images with 

Street View.   

 At a more invasive level, other practices have also emerged. Various websites cull 

sensational images inadvertently captured in the automated capture process, exposing the 

machinations of the machine to a broader audience. Government entities have used Street View 

imagery as evidence,14 thieves purportedly case neighborhoods and prostitution locations are 

mapped with Street View image links, often with a prostitute awaiting a customer, as captured by 

Street View.15 Public shaming has also emerged, with politicians and individual citizens 

unwittingly captured in potentially compromising positions. The viral nature of the sensational 

curation results in a new kind of ‘15-minutes of fame’.16 Together, this diversity of uses shifts 

our engagement with the actual environment through which we move. The image of the urban 

increasingly functions as an approximation: a representation of a built condition from an 

unknown point in time. The similarity of the representation effectively smooths the actual 

differences that exist by producing a likeness that functions as a cognitive shortcut. It provides 

enough visual continuity to make decisions, form opinions and produce knowledge. 

 A line of flight within these user practices emerges as a creative act that fundamentally 

alters the conception of standard practices by normalizing or axiomatizing some of the 

‘innovative’ practices like street audits or interactive advertisements. This movement is inherent 
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within the plane itself and emerges from the virtual set of potentialities that already exist. In 

other words, latent impulses and concepts within the plane coalesce into a new assemblage or 

arrangement. Individually, the influences are evident, like real estate and seeing a neighborhood; 

Street View becomes the catalyst for a new kind of variation, resulting in a new business model, 

such as Pedal-to-Properties, which prepares clients for house-hunting on bicycle by facilitating 

virtual tours of the neighborhood, based on the realization that many people consult Street View 

in advance of touring properties. This model builds on Google’s technology to familiarize clients 

with the neighborhood, while giving the clients more agency in exploring the neighborhood for 

themselves (Google, 2011). Lines of flight function in a number of ways, and range from a user-

based moment of ‘deterritorialization’, whereby the individual suddenly realizes the inherent 

potential of this new tool or its construction, resulting in a cognitive shift to practices that exhibit 

a single-minded focus. These practices are largely unreflective of the relation to the overall 

context, rather, they are akin to a line of desire, or a vector, that alters the previous direction and 

begins to move in in a wholly new manner.  

 Creative practices, in particular, function as lines of flight. Seizing the new visual archive 

as raw material and utilizing existing conceptual strategies, the output is radically reinterpreted 

through this new tool, and in the process, challenges existing concepts or fundamentally alters 

perceived limits of the Street View interface. At the same time, this new technology challenges 

existing conceptions of artistic practices at the broader social level. In the early rollout of Street 

View, a small constellation of artists immediately recognized the potential of this new visual 

archive, producing a leap forward within their own lines of practices, while still maintaining 

continuity in conceptual content overall. Since then, artists have continued to utilize Street View 

to produce photographs, stop-motion animation video, ‘stereographic’ images17, to insert a 
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performative gesture into the archived street scene, or even as raw material for painting and 

drawing projects. Musicians have used Street View to build a visual platform for interactive 

music videos. Literary artists have used Street View to develop location descriptions and several 

have constructed a virtual audio tours in relation to Street View images. These are but some 

examples to capture the diversity of creative practices that have engaged this new visual archive. 

 

Projects that exemplify the ‘line of flight’  

 Google’s rollout of Street View attracted a range of responses, and issues of privacy and 

surveillance were among the more serious and potentially harmful effects of making an image of 

the built environment available online. Artists have a long history of engaging in contemporary 

phenomenon to ‘make visible’ political issues, often with the desire to affect change by raising 

awareness. Artists Robin Hewlett and Ben Kinsley saw an opportunity to utilize this new 

platform and engage the circulating discourses in a different way, "Our city was one of the first 

US cities to be mapped and GSV was in the news a lot for issues pertaining to invasion of 

privacy, surveillance, big brother, etc. As artists, Robin and I saw an opportunity to play within 

this system and, instead of dwelling on the darker issues, to explore it as a site for artistic 

production." (Brook 2011) As they developed the project, the driving interest was to include the 

neighborhood in the intervention, “What we wanted to do was not just have artists come in and 

throw something up when the Google car comes by. But really, taking an image of the 

neighborhood. So getting everybody in that neighborhood involved ... But then we thought, what 

if they could really choose how their neighborhood was seen in Street View?”18 From there, they 

developed the staging of Sampsonia Way in direct collaboration with the residents, including the 

students from a local school. 
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 Both Hewlett and Kinsley both had artistic practices with a performative aspect and 

employed interventionist strategies that built upon spontaneous situations. Their project, “A 

Street with a View” was the first artistic intervention within Google Street View, and was highly 

choreographed, working in collaboration with Google and the neighborhood to produce a 

theatrical scene. Their effort relied on the participation of countless residents to pull off the 

several blocks-long intervention, of which large portions remain intact online, nearly 5 years 

later.19 Google’s apparatus moved through a staged environment, capturing a parade and a 

variety of staged vignettes, like firefighters rescuing a cat from a tree, a sword fight, monumental 

food items, etc. The seemingly spontaneous cast of characters was rendered as part of a stable 

archive of a particular street condition, with enough realism in the events that would blur the 

boundary between fact and fiction (Hewlett & Kinsey 2008). 

 As an individual line, Hewlett’s practice had previously focused on the truth-value of 

representation by inserting performances into the public realm without notice.20 This project 

advanced that concern, calling into question the accuracy and objective nature of the archive as 

produced by Google, with the performance now archived as part of the fabric of Sampsonia 

Way. It required the active involvement of an entire community to make it happen, making them 

co-collaborators and performers, rather than her previous discrete, solitary gestures in the public 

realm. In the process, it revealed to Hewlett the potential of the creative act’s ability to 

strengthen or create community through a shared project that was a joyful experience. This 

staged event effectively altered her artistic trajectory, which now focuses less on discrete artistic 

performative interventions and seeks to manifest a different possible world from community 

interaction through artistic and creative events (3Arts 2010).  
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 The project itself was conceived while Street View was still in its early stages, and 

Google’s Street View team was eager to meet with Hewlett and Kinsley (Klein 2008). Google 

has long been a supporter of open-source projects, and their corporate environment thrives on 

collaborative partnerships and openness to innovative ideas. This project revealed the 

collaborative potential of Google providing infrastructure and technology to creative endeavors 

as a way to showcase the powerful potential of their tools. Their willingness to incorporate 

novelty engenders positive reception, and lends support to their stated position of advocating for 

web democracy, free ‘speech’ and indexing the world’s information, of which mapping every 

street making it accessible is a part.21 As part of the larger structure of Google and Street View, 

this collaboration and its staged theatrics moved beyond their earlier conceived ‘molar’ uses of 

Street View as a mere way-finding device and created a whole new set of potentialities and 

interventions within the rapidly developing framework. 

 The work of Doug Rickard is one practice that exemplifies the line of flight as a single-

minded focus or vector. The inclusion of his Street View project, “A New American Picture,” in 

a recent survey “New Photography of 2011” at the Museum of Modern Art in New York 

catapulted him from relative obscurity to high profile status. Personal financial constraints forced 

Rickard to find different ways to produce a body of work without travelling. He first 

experimented with using key word searches to construct image collages, until he stumbled upon 

Street View. He describes his decision to use street view as an epiphany. 

So I remember the day that I discovered street view, I dropped into it, and I was just 

floored. Like, immediately, the wheels started turning. I’m talking within, like, a day. I 

started to drop into it, and I couldn’t believe that I could go navigate on the street of any 

place in any city. So I started to do that for the first few days, and the wheels are turning, 
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and I found that I was only looking at communities that were outside of view for the most 

part. (Pier 24 2011, 1:54) 

He quickly shifted gears and set off down the virtual road; every step and image a quiet nod to 

the rich history of photographers that sought to portray the fabric of America. He streamlined his 

process and machinic-ly combed the streets of American cities, looking for clear evidence of 

economic devastation of another American people. What resulted from this incessant 

photographic process was a vast collection of photographs that he began to edit into a carefully 

considered narrative, each image depicting moments of devastation or alienation.  

 As a self-taught photographer with a sociology background, issues of race and poverty in 

America drive his work. His selection of images is based on his understanding of what a place 

like Detroit might look like, or the architectural style of the South, “I spent time at first going 

where I think the mythology of the place attracted me most, Detroit being the first place. You 

know, what every one thinks of when they think of the broken down American Dream.” (Pier 24 

2011, 3:30) His knowledge of the lineage of photographers is also self-taught, and his framing 

decisions within the Street View interface is both a conscious attempt to represent the 

sociological issues that he seeks to locate, as well as is informed by the photographic 

conventions of ‘documentary’ photography. 15,000 images later, Rickard’s single-minded focus 

of scouring the streets via this new medium appears to have been mostly unreflective of the 

inevitable controversy that would emerge from his use of the automated capture. 

 A variety of issues surfaced as a result, with many people questioning his status as the 

‘photographer’ rather than a curator of images, as well as the invasion of privacy and cowardice 

of not having to ‘confront’ his subject on the street. Rather, Rickard was accused of safely 

surveilling the seedy streets in the comfort of his studio. “It is a hypocrisy of the documentary 
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tradition that audiences demand to see the poverty at home and abroad without physically taking 

themselves there. The insult, of which Rickard is presumably aware, is at play doubly in ‘A New 

American Picture’; as a photographer, Rickard never set foot on those streets and the Google 

cameras recorded the people and environment with mechanic indifference.” (Brook 2011) 

Rickard, however,  earnestly sought to portray this slice of society that is often overlooked in 

many cities, especially in cities that have a different image that they present to the world, such as 

Fort Lauderdale, home to beach tourism and economic devastation.  

 I would argue that his lack of a formal photography or fine art education enabled him to 

pursue a project that he felt wholly committed to without dwelling on whether or not it would be 

viewed as a legitimate body of work by the art world and photographic community at large. In 

other words, there is no evidence of ‘analysis paralysis’, but an unmediated enthusiasm for 

compiling the images and the pure joy that came from looking for his own ‘decisive moment,’ 

however it was encountered. 

The recognition, of seeing the possibility, coming upon it; and the elation that I would 

find as I moved this into a scene, this of the man in Watts holding the hose. I saw that 

coming as I was going down the street, and as soon as I get there, I turn on it, I just, it’s 

just that it’s a sense of satisfaction for me, this project, akin to any sort of manner of 

satisfaction that any photographer has gotten. (Pier 24 2011, 0:05) 

His engagement attests to his act of looking and framing the view, the quintessential function of 

a ‘photographer’, rendering questions of ‘curation’ somewhat moot. On the whole, the 

predominant sentiment of the art world today considers it a legitimate body of work, having 

earned large, solo shows and a publication re-released. His voracious appetite for the history of 

photography and the maintenance of his highly regarded website, “American Suburb X” gives it 
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the foundation on which it stands, both in terms of a perceived conceptual intention and a 

knowing ‘nod’ to the photographic greats, like Cartier-Bresson, Walker Evans and Robert Frank, 

that came before him.22 While much of his enthusiastic musings happen post-production, his 

initial foray and his single minded focus was far less cognizant of this history and its eventual 

place within it.23 

 Michael Wolf is a final figure whose practices exemplifies the line of flight as shifting 

the social milieu. His project, “A Series of Unfortunate Events,” is culled from Street View, and 

highlights strange occurrences as captured by the Street View car. Wolf first learned of these 

‘events’ as an online phenomenon, in which blogging sites would highlight sensational captures, 

with many images going ‘viral’. The confluence of Wolf’s interest in Street View coincided with 

his move to Paris. Having spent time in Asian cities, Wolf was uninspired by the stable urban 

landscape of Paris. This shift in work habits accompanied idleness and an unfamiliar city. Wolf 

became intrigued by this new virtual environment in which he was no longer confined to his 

physical location, and began to explore further, 

I discovered various websites which were also referencing interesting things happening 

on google which I then looked up, and then I found this whole world of strange events, of 

people falling, people standing naked in windows, cars crashing, cars burning, and I 

thought it would be a wonderful project just to collect these, I call them ‘a series of 

unfortunate events’. (PetaPixel 2011, 3:40) 

Having a penchant for ‘newsworthy’ events, Wolf’s transition to finding dramatic captures is in 

keeping with his overall journalistic photography practice, but his openness to exploration of a 

new way of working is evident of his art photography. The underlying tendencies of both aspects 

of his work collided in this project.  
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 Wolf shifted the photographic plane in 2011 when he submitted his Street View images 

for consideration at the annual World Press Photo awards. He received ‘Honorable Mention’ 

under the ‘Contemporary Issues’ category. The heated debate that ensued exposed the cracks in 

the molar categories of ‘Journalism’ and ‘Photography’, as well as the definition of ‘news’. Like 

Rickard, Wolf’s work highlights the role of the photographer versus the curator of or 

appropriator of this collection of images. Wolf raises these same questions of legitimacy and 

authorship; emerging as a controversial figure within the Media world. Wolf is quick to assert 

the artistic merit of his work, “It’s a real file that I have, I’m not taking a screenshot. I move the 

camera forward and backward in order to make an exact crop, and that’s what makes it my 

picture. It doesn’t belong to Google, because I’m interpreting Google; I’m appropriating Google.” 

(Brook 2011) The discourse that surrounded this award, evident in blog and newspaper comment 

sections, points to concretely defined molar expectations of journalistic photography and the role 

of the photographer.24  

 This creative line advanced important critical questions for the photographic field, not 

only about how we understand a photograph to function, but also challenges questions of 

authorship, ownership, the definition between creating and editing, the social value of conceptual 

work in relation to an existing archive to which everyone has access, and perhaps most 

importantly: to what degree must the journalist bear witness?, and what, precisely, constitutes 

‘news’. What marks this practice as distinctly different from Rickard’s is that Wolf was an 

insider and wholly enmeshed in the journalistic establishment and its machinations.25 As an 

already established photographer and winner awards of excellence in journalistic photography 

and an accomplished gallery artist, Wolf knew his submission would draw attention. While he 

was surprised by receiving the award, he credited the jury as being ‘forward thinking’ and 
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praised them for being liberal-minded in their willingness to recognize the merit of the project, 

and in the process, advance the overall discourse that surrounds photographic journalism.26 “If 

you look at the blogs, very strong reactions, mainly con, very few pro; but it doesn’t matter. For 

me the thrill of it all is that there is a dialogue out there now and the people are discussing this 

whole topic, which would have never happened had world press never given me the honorable 

mention.” (PetaPixel 2011, 0:25) 

 It is this particular function - the ability to affect the participant or viewer in such a 

profound way- that makes the line of flight particularly powerful. Not only does the affect 

happen at the level of the producer, but it has the potential to transform an entire social field as 

well. Evident in many accompanying comment sections of news articles for all the artists that 

have received press coverage, there is continued debate between the proponents whom are 

inspired or excited by a new kind of art to critics who decry the cheap appropriation tactics of 

artists practicing today.27 Many evoke nostalgic ideals of the hero photographer; and the act of 

making a photograph; the physical presence of the camera when confronting a subject; or the 

truth-value of capturing an image of an event one bore witness. In response, there is a celebration 

of technological progess; shifting societal norms and definitions; the potential inherent in a 

virtually limitless archive; as well as saluting the ‘genius’ of an innovative way of working. 

 

 Today, there are many runoff artistic practices using Street View, ranging from countless 

photographic projects that seek to capture similar concerns like those of Rickard, such as Mishka 

Henner whose work highlights sites of prostitution on country roads. Others construct new 

realities based on manipulations of the Street View image, such as Aaron Hobson, who travels 

the world via street view in search of a particular atmospheric charge, which is heightened by 
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digital manipulation. A variety of antagonistic interventions or political work that highlights 

privacy issues inherent to Street View, with work like Adam Bartoll inserting himself in Street 

View to disturb their archived environment, to Sofie Groot Dengerink, whose photos hone in on 

the uncomfortable nature of this invasion of privacy. Her selection of images from Street View 

reveal captured interior spaces with an alarming degree of accuracy and precision. Traditional 

2D artists like Bill Guffey also utilize the archive, using it as a base from which to paint 

landscapes. His painting output increased exponentially, no longer confined to his own travel 

photographs from which to work.  The more conceptually grounded work of Krista Charles uses 

present day images from Street View in relation to a collection of vintage matchbook covers 

from around the country, producing a body of drawings not feasible before Street View. Finally, 

video artists also draw from this archive, creating an elaborate stereographic animated film like  

“Chemin Vert”, by Giacomo Miceli, compiled with Street View footage from multiple 

continents, with an elaborate splice that links the visual elements from one scene to the next; to 

the short film “Address is Approximate” a story about using Street View to experience the 

world, which earned Tom Jenkins and his firm Media Theory much attention.28 And of course, 

the media sensation, “The Wilderness Downtown”, a music video by Arcade Fire, which 

interacts with each unique end-user. It creates an individualized viewing experience, weaving 

together evocative imagery from places latent with memory for each user in relation to the 

filmed footage of the video.  

 In all, each creative act presents a conceptual ‘leap’ within the particular artists oeuvre, 

advancing or shifting their individual planes as a result of this new visual archive. While each of 

the practices might not be considered as conceptually rigorous as some, or may not be at the 

same level of sustained engagement upon which one builds a large body of work, each of the 
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practices do represent a radical departure from the original intentions of Google.29 What results 

are newly conceived material practices that not only alter the plane of immanence of the artists, 

and how we, the end-users, now conceptualize the tool and its potential across a broader segment 

of the society, but it also alters or constructs a new plane of organization as conceived by 

Google. These innovative practices that utilize Google’s tools are not wholly anticipated; when 

they emerge, they advance not only the ways in which Google can market or advertise its value, 

but elicits additional strategies in which to capitalize on the creative forces in order to absorb a 

greater market share. What results are a new series of products that build upon the existing 

infrastructure and enormous financial outlay. 

 

Shifting of the plane 

 This analytic of the molar, molecular and line of flight thus serve as a useful 

organizational tool to place the diversity of practices that engage this new visual tool. The 

robustness of Deleuze and Guattari’s articulation offers a way to both understand the impulses at 

the individual level of artists, while simultaneously accounts for social norms and conventions 

that structure and inform those same practices. More importantly, their articulation allows for a 

description of the kind of movement that results by introducing a new technology in a social 

field. The new associations that result from adopting the tool inevitably changes the overall 

conditions, both in terms of what is ‘possible’ and in relation to what has been actualized. 

Importantly this ‘change’ often results in a cognitive adjustment, one that may not be 

immediately apparent at the outset, but rather is evident over time. As each individual brings a 

unique orientation, the reception and adoption of the tool is one informed by social relations and 

past experiences, and resists a fixing of meaning and function as a result. Moreover, Google is 
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particularly effective in encouraging a range of uses, thereby requiring a different approach to 

understanding this shift.  

 If the present-day society can be conceived of a plane of immanence or a particular social 

field, the overall plane can be broken down into micro layers that allow our society to remain 

open to change, for movement that exists on each layer affects and is affected by the other layers. 

The molar and molecular lines alter the consistency, producing a combination of a thickening 

(molar) or loosening (molecular) of the overall plane. This thickening is the process of 

acceptance by a larger number of individual actors and social groups. This shifting orientation is 

contextual and is informed by the associations that produce new connections in the social field, a 

product of the singular, unique manifestations of spatio-temporal situations. The movement 

generated within each layer creates the conditions for a line of flight to emerge.  

 Within the plane of composition, artists are subject to the same ‘thickening’ of the plane 

that society experiences as a whole, resulting in art ‘movements’ that ossify the character of the 

artistic practice of a particular period. The various practices that engage Street View begin to 

coalesce along individual molar and molecular lines. Artists invoking Street View as a rich tool 

might be considered a ‘line of flight’ in relation to the other more general user practices like 

way-finding. However, taken as an artistic segment, the various artists that utilize the tool 

become axiomatized within the larger plane of composition. As acceptance to this new way of 

working becomes subsumed into the larger field, some practices are subsequently labeled as 

‘derivative’ or are measured against the dominant figure of the field.30  

 In a different context, as a self-trained artist who previously worked from photographs, 

Bill Guffey found Street View to be a rich archive from which to paint (Jackson 2011). It 

advanced his practice, but not his thinking. A molecular line. He continued to paint by way of the 
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photograph, but the field of potential content was radically enlarged. Having a virtual scene in 

which he could frame his own composition, it provided an equivalent to his own travel 

photographs. In turn, he initiated a virtual ‘paint-out’ organized around a chosen location within 

Street View. Artists from around the world virtually descend upon the chosen site, each 

producing a painting from the chosen location, according to the rules laid out by Guffey (2012a). 

No longer seizing the creative potential of the tool as a purposeful act, the artists turn 

functionaries, taking Guffey’s supple molecular line and making it a rigid, established molar 

activity, sanctioned and organized as a monthly activity. Street View thus becomes merely a tool 

within a larger established structure, as Street View may not hold the same level of potential for 

participants. While some artists participate regularly, many are only one-time participants. Most 

are enchanted by the novelty and the ease of participation: simply find an image on Street View 

in the designated location, paint the image in your studio environment, and then digitally 

photograph and upload to Guffey’s site.  

 Considering the proliferation of these discrete movements across the artistic plane, the 

vertical and horizontal movements that occur reveal a range of implications, as immanent 

production at the level of individual subject reciprocally defines and is defined by the immanent 

formulation at the structural level of the social field (Krause and Rolli 2008, 247-9).  That is to 

say, individual production as exploration of a new technology and immanent formulations of 

possible uses at the level of the social field create movement as part of a larger feedback loop. 

New associations develop out of existing virtual potentialities. This happens both for Google and 

the ways in which they expand their ideas about ‘what Street View can do’ as a result of seeing 

creative practices; as well as society as a whole becoming more receptive to the nature of artistic 

production as a fundamental act, rather than a rarified practice.31 At the individual levels, these 
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movements also create horizontal and vertical shifts. Horizontal shifts may advance an existing 

practice forward, in production but not necessarily reach a new plateau of  conceptual 

engagement. The vertical shifts produce a changed engagement or level of conceptual 

understanding.32  

 Within this framework, forward movement in an artist’s practice might make it more 

efficient to produce work; a vertical shift may produce a high level of understanding. The line of 

flight both advances their production and changes conceptual engagement, thereby cutting across 

these potential directional movements, with the angle of movement neither predictable nor 

reproducible, thereby revealing its true potential to destabilize the social field. Even though 

production is a discrete material practice, reception happens across a larger social field and offers 

the most potential to affect change. While Deleuze is particularly interested in artistic production 

as means to understand the societal tensions within which artists are working, I would argue that 

the field of reception and the aesthetic experience as it relates to the line of flight and the 

moment of deterritorialization offers perhaps the most profound ability to affect change at the 

social level. While this happens at an individual level, a different orientation to the world can 

engender small deterritorializations in our daily lived experiences. 

 In that spirit, retaining a sense of wonder like Doug Rickard, offers a productive way in 

which to adopt new tools, rather than being seduced by the efficiency they offer, like the 

machinic production of the virtual paintout. Short-circuiting our engagement with the world 

through which we move, thereby reducing it to a mere representation rather than allowing pure 

difference (Deleuze 1994, 139), is one of the many dangers of relying on this representation. The 

productive potential of the line of flight has the ability to radically alter these conditions for a 

new orientation and thus another possible world. “The poet, on the other hand, is one who lets 
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loose molecular populations in hopes that this will sow the seeds of, or even engender, the people 

to come, that these populations will pass into a people to come, open a cosmos.” (Deleuze and 

Guattari 1987, 345) It is the very nature of the ‘encounter’ for Deleuze that has the potential to 

rip us from our complacency and habitual practices (Protevi 2009, 90). And with it, a new kind 

of micropolitics that allows us to shed the molar configuration of fixed identification in favor of 

molecular, ephemeral connections that continue to circulate in the social field, continuously 

forming new associations and connections in the process. 
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1 Google presents a very public face regarding their technological accomplishments and 
advances, and their mapping division is no exception. Their official blog highlights the new 
additions to Street View, with particular emphasis on the unique or novel additions, cf. 
http://google-latlong.blogspot.com/ 
2 Recent websites like www.historypin.com and www.whatwasthere.com place historic photos 
uploaded by users against the image within Street View; in the process, a rich cultural history has 
the potential to create a different understanding of the changes of a site over time. 
3 Google is partnering with organizations like Sustainable Amazon Foundation to help raise 
awareness of the fragile and important ecosystem. Additional areas include the recent mapping 
of Antarctica, as well as the reefs off the coast of Hawaii (Messenger 2011). 
4 This sentiment is exemplified by the language on the ‘Behind the Scenes’ page on Google’s 
website, where they highlight their new expeditions. 
(http://www.google.com/maps/about/behind-the-scenes/streetview/treks/) accessed on October 
22, 2013. 
5 There are numerous sites that celebrate these new artistic endeavors, often providing several 
artists and images of their project. The viral nature of the web allows sites to reblog or repost 
entire content, resulting in a duplication of content. Wired was among the more comprehensive 
surveys highlighting the novelty of these artistic practices (Brook 2011).  
6 The early promotional videos for Street View establishes these conceived uses, as anticipated 
by Google.   
7 For the explication that follows, I draw primarily from the plateau “1874: Three Novellas, or 
‘What Happened’” and “1933: Micropolitics and Segmentarity” (Deleuze and Guattari1987, 
192-231). 
8 Specifically, this act of deterritorialization results in an eventual reterritorialization of the 
subject. However, the plane has shifted, the subject can no longer simply ‘return’ and the 
existing plane or milieu is altered by this process. 
9 A return to the plane is only possible by overcoding subjects, or in many instances, an 
axiomatization of the line of flight into the overall milieu. In the marriage debate, this can be 
seen in an increasing pressure for states to allow voters to vote on the issue, and many politicians 
taking a stance in support of the movement. No longer seen as a demand by a minoritarian group, 
the overall plane of support has shifted. While not embraced by all, it is this movement within 
the plane that allows a society to continue to change. 
10 As Google rolls out updates to Street View, they highlight uses in relation to these advances, 
with the videos archived on YouTube. The launch video conceptualizes straightforward 
examples of how they imagined the tool to be used. (Google 2007) As users make use of the tool, 
the cumulative effects of innovation of uses map onto the advances in technology, like capture 
methods, produces a supple plane that quickly seizes on innovation and works to incorporate 
those uses or inform subsequent expansion. 
11 Published scholarship on the feasibility of the use of Street View for street audits includes 
work from several institutions, each authored by a team of researchers (Badland, et. al. 2010; 
Clarke et. al. 2010; Rundle et. al. 2011;  Taylor et. al. 2011; and Wilson et. al. 2012). 
12 Project Fitzgerald and Open Street Plan are two nonprofit efforts to provide a platform to 
urban designers and city officials that allow an efficient way to solicit comments from citizens. 
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Both reduce the hurdle of participation by enabling the use of online imagery, while creating an 
interface that allows for direct engagement or comparison of particular urban environments. 
13 Automotive manufacturers Volkswagen, Citroen, Fiat, Mercedes Benz, Mini have all 
developed an ‘Advergame’ to generate consumer interest, while State Farm and British Airways 
have developed interactive commercials based on user input of specific addressing. 
14 In the United States, law enforcement used images from Street View to aid a drug ring arrest; a 
recent building collapse in New York found Street View footage to exhibit warning signs. In 
other parts of the world, Greek authorities use Street View imagery to assess property claims; a 
Taiwanese man was convicted of negligent animal behavior when a Street View image revealed 
the dog in question to be found in his yard.  
15 Additional attention has been brought to this situation by the work of artist Mishka Henner. 
His work captures the sites of prostitution in Google Street View in order to make public the 
hidden sites of female violence,. 
16 Google has taken extra steps to blur faces to ensure privacy, and have also instituted a process 
to have images removed from Street View. The resounding sentiment, however, is that by the 
time that the individual has become aware of the incident, it is too late. There are numerous cases 
in every country, ranging from naked toddlers to naked sunbathers, from public urination to 
public littering, and are too numerous to list here. 
17 New stereographic imagery has become ubiquitous with the increase in digital cameras that 
shoot in ‘panorama’ mode in conjunction with Photoshop’s increasingly robust suite of tools that 
enable seaming and distortion through filters. Street View’s images create a panorama from 15 
different lenses, making this ability to construct stereographic images that much easier. Chemin 
Vert, by Giacomo Miceli has garnered much attention for his use of Street View footage 
(Colossal) and a Flickr page devoted to stereographic images can also be found, some of which 
are compiled from Street View. 
18 Artists interviewed by filmmaker, about 3:20 ff (Klein 2008). 
19 Their project website, http://www.streetwithaview.com/, provides comprehensive 
documentation and information about its construction, including a video and commentary, “The 
making of A Street with a View”. It is evident that some of the streets have since been remapped 
in Street View, altering the experience of the project 
20  at 1:05 (Hewlett and Kinsey 2008). 
21 In particular, their company philosophy highlights the need to focus on the user, work towards 
high level of standard, and all of this can be done while still making a profit. Importantly, their 
desire to let all information be free and cross boundaries is evident in their resistance to 
‘censoring’ content, including artistic production.  
(https://www.google.com/intl/en/about/company/philosophy/) 
22 Blog discussion forums illustrate the level of respect that Rickard has earned among his 
photography peers in relation to his own blog, American Suburb X; conversely, users are also 
debating whether it is art or not, and if so, whether it is his work or Google’s. Regardless, the 
continuous mention of his blog site continues to lend it legitimacy, given his exhibited level of 
knowledge of the history of photography. 
23 While he is not on record for stating this, his enthusiasm in recounting his first experience and 
the manner in which he switches to theorizing his relationship to the history of photography is a 
marked shift.   
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24 An exchange is documented on the DVA Photo site is a good example of the debate that 
ensued, with a litany of user comments to one article (Lutton 2011) followed by a response by 
guest writer, Donald Weber (2011) and a range of responses, Together, the voices that emerge 
point to a critical threshold within the journalistic establishment and the photography community 
at large.  
25 This ease is evident in his video interview with Petapixel, where his stance is confident and he 
is articulate about his intentions and how he conceived of the project and its potential reception. 
This is a stark contrast to Rickard’s nervous enthusiasm for the project, and his overly considered 
attempt to list as many photography giants as possible, likely overcompensating for his 
background, suddenly brought to the fore with his project. 
26 
http://greg.org/archive/2011/02/13/michael_wolf_wins_world_press_photo_honorable_mention_ 
for_google_street_view_photos.html. Accessed April 21, 2012. 
27 In addition to n24, this discussion is most evident in user comments following articles, but 
some particular outlets highlight the extended debate with particular vitriol. Individual comments 
are eclipsed by a large response of user comments that engage the topic as well as each other. 
(5B4 2010; Smyth and Laurent 2011; Brook 2012)  
28 Video view counts on Vimeo are more than 3.5 million views and accorded ‘viral’ status. 
(Jenkins 2011)  
29 Stephen Chau, project manager at Google is on record for stating “Bill's use of Street View, to 
inspire his paintings and to create a virtual community of artists, is a remarkable example that we 
hadn't imagined but are really excited to see." (Jackson 2011) 
30 This is particularly exemplified in a recent post (Brook 2012) that examined the similarity of 
images that Wolf claimed to ‘interpret’ in relation to the images interpreted by Jon Rafman, 
another artist using Street View, in relation to some of the websites that have culled the 
sensational photographs of accidental capture. User comments debate the merits of the different 
works and assign such status based on personal opinion.  
31 This is particularly clear in the Google group that has formed that is organized around 
manipulating Street View photos. A variety of contributors upload their artistic ‘interpretation’ 
of street view using digital software. More than 8,000 members belong to the group, though it is 
unclear how many of those followers contribute to the visual efforts. 
(https://plus.google.com/u/0/104600718104833273883/posts) 
32 It is important to note that for Deleuze and Guattari, with reterritorialization, the territory, 
loosely defined, is always more deterritorialized than the previous state. In other words, after a 
cognitive shift, regardless of the level of significance, we cannot return to a state prior to that 
shift in understanding. The plane from which we engage the world has been altered through this 
event. 


