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BIRGIT MERSMANN
AND ALEXANDRA SCHNEIDER

CULTURAL TRANSMISSIONS
AND THE MISSION OF IMAGES

During the Mars mission of 2001, a high-resolution stereo camera took
extreme close-ups of the red planet which were then transmitted back to
Earth. The German magazine Stern spoke of the intimacy of these strange
pictures. In the process of viewing them, a “transmission image” unfolded,
in which information and knowledge about the hitherto unknown, about
otherness and alien worlds, are seen to be transmitted via images.

Images are the first source and primary medium for transporting
alterity and making distance approachable. However, transmission means
more than transportation through space and time. The word “mission”
signals that the act of transference is not performed without intention;
there is something behind it, a task, a calling, a manifest interest, a
mandate. Like the photographs of the Mars missions, through which
concrete political, economic and scientific interests and objectives are
pursued, other images are also not restricted to a passive, mediating role.
They are not only circulated by visual media, they also actively
disseminate what they contain. The transmitting effect of images can be
far-reaching: they bring something with them, they pass it on and bequeath
something; they are infectious because they move us as they continue to
move. In this regard, W.J. T. Mitchell’s provocative but serious question:
“What do pictures want?” gets to the heart of images. Images are not
produced in a no-man’s land, and they do not circulate without
purpose—as is often stressed in the context of the globalization debate.
Images are directional forces; image transmissions also entail a
transference of power. When we speak of “migrating” images, we have to
be aware that these simultaneously emigrate and immigrate. Because they
are man-made, produced by cultures and societies, nations and states, they
not only serve as messengers, they also transmit essential components of
their cultural, social, and national identities. It is crucial that this
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anthropological and cultural aspect be added to the media aspect of image
transmissions.

La médiologie, a French movement of media studies, took both aspects
into consideration. Régis Debray was the first scholar to differentiate
explicitly between communication and transmission. His delineation is
based on a linguistic and semiotic argument:

“In terms of its maternal ties to the mass-media, communication primarily
stems from the universe of linguistic signs or related ones (as the language
of music or the language of film), while transmission includes, on this side
of the verbal or beyond it, many other supports of the senses: gestures and
locations, as well as words and images, ceremonies and texts, the corporeal
and the architectural, the intellectual and the moral.”"

Images are, alongside other supporting media, important transmitters.
Moreover, transmission presupposes bodies. This is particularly true of
image transmissions, because images are produced within, and transmitted
via, individual and corporate bodies. Debray continues,

“transmission is communication optimized by a body—whether an
individual or collective one—in both the sense of ‘this is my body’ and of
‘these are the corporate bodies’. If communications are characterized by
immediacy, directness, joy and transitivity, transmission is neither
immediate nor impersonal. More likely, it is an interpersonal relation,
technically equipped, but with a machine interface which is not a sufficient
precondition. Consequently, we deal with communication as an act, but
with transmission as a process, in the form of a procession (in Greek:
paradosis, passed on by tradition).”>

Transmission unfolds a historical continuum through which culture is
formed and defined. Within this process, images are materialized
representations of the collective memory. Loaded with culture, they
become cultural transmitters themselves and are automatically involved in
cross-cultural encounters. Because transmission includes the dimension of
symbolic and cultural transference, it is destined to play the leading role
within intercultural image- and media-transfer processes. In this regard,
Transmission Image is thought of as an attempt at and a methodological
tool for grasping the migration of images not only in between cultures but
specifically in between imaging cultures, tracing the paths of their
transmittance, and determining moments of admission and denial.

! English translation by the authors. Debray (2000), p. 9.
2 Ibid., p. 4.

























































