
1 Art Spaces, Audiences, Aesthetics  

Introduction 

Since the late 1990s, the German artist Carsten Höller has installed modified play-
ground equipment in major galleries worldwide. As well as tubular slides connecting 
different levels of a gallery, or even different buildings, the artist has produced a series 
of carousels that visitors to the gallery may ride on. Modelled on the fairground rides 
of the nineteenth century, the carousels activate memories of childhood and also 
earlier eras of history: the pagan rites of the maypole, the circular patterns of 
courtship dances and the circus routines of horseback riders. 

Furthermore, Höller modifies the appearance, function or speed of the carousel 
such as Golden Mirror Carousel, installed in the main interior forecourt of the 
National Gallery of Victoria in Melbourne in 2014. This version in the carousel series 
was plated in reflective gold, with seats hanging from dainty gold chains suggestive of 
high fashion. As in many of Höller's works, viewers were invited to become parti-
cipants, rotating sedately at low speeds – an experience that perhaps speaks to an 
increasingly ambivalent modernity, with its relentless mechanisation and failed re-
volutions. Curator Simon Maidment (2014) argued that Höller's modifications en-
gendered the work with a critical dimension, frustrating and challenging the viewer's 
expectations. However, Golden Mirror Carousel was a type of spectacular artwork 
that was increasingly seen in major museums worldwide, a glittering, show-stopping 
monument or environment that would attract viewers to enter the more austere 
spaces of the traditional public gallery. 

The arrival of Höller's fairground attractions in the middle of major galleries oc-
curred at a moment when the relationship between visitors and art galleries was 
changing. At stake were the increasing pressures on publicly funded art galleries to 
ensure strong attendances and the shifting expectations of the viewers about what 
they would see and do in such spaces. Artworks such as Höller's carousel series of-
fered the promise of pleasure and participation, suggesting that the museum had, or 
could, become a kind of theme park or fairground, with museum staff playing the 
role of ticket seller, safety inspector and ride engineer. 

The complex changes that were driving a renegotiation in the relationship between 
the design and function of art spaces, the expectations and behaviours of audiences 
and the nature of artworks were hastened by the arrival of mobile phones. During 
this period, from the late 1990s to the 2010s, attitudes to visitor photography in art 
museums shifted dramatically, and the photographic and network capacities and 
ubiquity of mobile phones also increased exponentially. It is during this period that 
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these capacities of mobile phones and digital photography became fully unified with 
the launch of the digital app Instagram. 

Of the wave of apps that followed the release of the iPhone, Instagram was the first 
to be specifically designed for mobile phones and to fully capitalise on both the 
technical and the aesthetic affordances of mobile devices. From small beginnings as a 
start-up in Palo Alto in 2010 to its current size – a billion-dollar valuation and a 
billion users uploading 95 million images per day – the rise of Instagram is legendary. 
In this book, we argue that Instagram represents not simply a new device or tech-
nological form but also that it also embodies a new cultural logic of the networked art 
image. Instagram shifts the spaces, scale, speed and terms of visual culture. It gen-
erates new terms (#instafame) and forms (the selfie) and creates and organises new 
audiences. Inevitably, Instagram affects the institutions of the art world. 

Though its key early features were its digital filters, allowing amateur photo-
graphers the power of tools once the purview of professionals, it soon became or-
ganised around hashtags and emojis. At the heart of the Instagram design was the 
‘home feed’, whose naming suggested an appetite to devour images. The feed was 
carefully designed to appear as a near-frictionless stream and to show a sliver of the 
next image, generating the impression of an endless train of images in what some 
termed an addictive engagement (Kircaburuni & Griffiths, 2018). On the one hand, 
Instagram played on a nostalgia for earlier forms of photography, referencing the 
design Polaroid Instamatics and the Holga cameras that founder Kevin Systrom used 
as a student (Swisher, 2013). In its design, the home feed was also reminiscent of the 
Kodak carousel. On the other hand, Instagram was built on the power of an in-
stantaneous flow of nowness and the unfolding capability of social media networks. 
Though the new modes of attention, speed, scale and relationships to the image 
would challenge many older models of art-making, artists would be among those who 
most successfully adapted to these new conditions. As Tama Leaver and Clare Lloyd 
(2015, pp. 162–174) argue, Instagram was also experienced in two registers: as a 
record of the unfolding now and as an enormous trailing archive of photographs. As 
users focused on the latest images, the Instagram company, along with artists and 
researchers, pondered how to use the vast album. 

The early designs of the Instagram interface bore many resemblances to the tra-
ditional art gallery. The classic Instagram screen of square images and broad white 
borders had its analogue in the classic ‘White Cube’ gallery. As scholars have noted, 
the austerity of the gallery is designed to allow special attention to be paid to art-
works, to literally quarantine the space of the gallery from the messiness and clutter 
of the everyday world and the debasement of the commercial sphere. Even as it was 
under attack from artists and artworks, the White Cube implied exclusivity and 
particular modes of careful attention and moderate behaviour. The white walls al-
lowed maximum tonal contrast for wall-hung art and with the right lighting design 
could disappear completely, letting artworks appear to hover in the air, provoking a 
mode of solemn and careful appreciation. The notion of whiteness functioned in 
other ways, undermining a system in which it served, in racial terms, as ideologically 
neutral, the unexamined background. 

Instagram offered a similar kind of decluttered minimalism that would allow 
images to be fully appreciated. Like in the White Cube, text was shrunk to the size of 
wall label and signage kept to a minimum. Images on Instagram were meant to be, as 
Systrom noted in an interview, “fancy” and “fussy” (Swisher, 2017). 
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In this context, artworks such as Höller's Golden Mirror Carousel functioned as 
what has become known as an ‘Instagrammable artwork’, a term usually suggesting a 
cynicism on behalf of the artist and gallery and, at the least, a lack of criticality in the 
audience. In this framing, Instagrammable artworks were shining baubles designed to 
attract a reluctant and easily distracted new audience, effortlessly photographed and 
just as easily forgotten. However, as we explore in this book, Instagram and its users 
cannot be so easily categorised in a single register. 

The Instagram app continues to evolve. From the sale of Instagram to Facebook in 
2012 up to the eventual departure of its founders in 2019, Instagram has continued to 
add features and seek new forms of user engagement. The interface is no longer the 
spare, clean design of 2010 but is now packed with features such as Stories and Video 
screens. The chronological home feed is now replaced with one driven by an opaque 
algorithm, in which advertisements are periodically inserted. Molly McHugh (2017) 
has termed this Instagram design a “baroque carousel”, a description that links its 
roots on Kodak's circular projector cartridges with Höller's audacious and gaudy 
gallery rides. 

Art Spaces 

Art is created and exhibited in many different spaces, some highly institutionalised, 
such as large and formal art galleries, and other spaces quite informal, such as the 
street. Art spaces are captured and reflected through Instagram with increasing en-
thusiasm on the part of art publics as well as the art sector. Instagram offers a 
window to art worlds that is simultaneously compelling and able to shift power re-
lationships. In Part 1 of this book, we focus on art spaces and places, including 
Instagram as a space where people increasingly encounter art. 

Previous to the era of social media photography and especially Instagram, art 
enthusiasts or even those just mildly curious about art needed to physically attend art 
spaces – the gallery, the street, the park, the art festival or event – to experience art. 
This required a degree of cultural knowledge and confidence, and financial capacity, 
especially for people living in regional or rural areas given cities tend to play host to 
art spaces in ways that smaller towns cannot. Instagram has changed this dynamic in 
two ways: it has made art and art spaces visually appealing and accessible through the 
digital screen, and, in doing so, it has shifted the power balance away from those who 
own and command art spaces, especially institutionalised places such as museums 
and galleries with their authoritatively loaded histories and ambiences, permitting 
more agency for art audiences as they photograph, post and share their interpreta-
tions of such spaces. 

The range of art spaces on offer is diverse and growing. Today, they include art 
fairs, such as the international juggernaut, Frieze Art Fair, which takes place annually 
in New York and London, and now Los Angeles, offering art for viewing on a 
spectacle scale. Such fairs are heavily curated and art-world heavy in terms of where 
they are located, the art they exhibit and who attends. On a more democratic level, 
artist-run initiatives and spaces, including art studios which are sometimes open to 
the public, are spaces that can be more inclusive, though a certain amount of art- 
world acumen can often be required to enter. Somewhere else on the art-space 
spectrum are the very glossy commercial galleries and the hotel foyers, banks, 
boardrooms and corporate offices that possess and display art. In addition, through 
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technology we now have virtual or online galleries, such as the enormous Google Arts 
& Culture project or the short-lived online art-space project Paddle8. 

Yet despite this growth in where one might encounter art, these spaces, from the 
physical form and content to the digital, are tightly controlled and heavily mediated 
by a team of art insiders – curators, exhibition designers, festival organisers and 
programmers, digital content producers, internal media departments, directors, 
boards, advisers and art media. 

The use of Instagram by artists, art enthusiasts and the art curious alters the view-
point away from the officially ordained or designed experience of such spaces and their 
owners or those who orchestrate them, allowing for a response that is entirely outside 
this world. With the rise of digital technologies via the internet, Web 2.0 and social 
media in the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries, and especially since 2010 
with the birth of Instagram, things have changed. Sophisticated mobile phone cameras 
and internet coverage have become omnipresent, and so has the visually oriented, 
aesthetically pleasing and user-friendly social media platform Instagram. The tables of 
art engagement and even representation have been considerably upended. 

In recent years, a public debate began about the place of Instagram in art spaces, 
especially museums (see, for example, Haubursin, 2018; Quito, 2018; Suess & 
Budge, 2018) with the relaxing of many museum photography bans in 2014. 
Highlighting a tension brought about by this new visual platform and its mass user 
base, the debate illustrates the destabilising power Instagram and its art visitors 
command in relation to the cultural authority long held by art institutions in parti-
cular. This tension exists because of the historically authoritative role that art spaces, 
such as museums, have held as custodians, translators and presenters of material 
culture (Bennett, 1994) and the challenge that new technologies create in relation to 
this status. Due to this sanctioned authority, museums and other formal art spaces are 
positioned powerfully within society (Bennett, 1994). For many, they are often the 
first kind of space in which art is viewed and experienced. However, as various art 
publics use Instagram to navigate these spaces to encounter art, the power balance 
shifts and the tension mounts. 

Instagram, as a platform, commands increasing power and attracts much attention 
across a range of industries and sectors due to its significant uptake among the 
general population. Interestingly and importantly, 80% of Instagram users come 
from outside the United States (Booton, 2016), beckoning researchers to consider 
what might enable us to ‘see’ and understand about contemporary cultural and social 
life. Art spaces and their contents are a large component of what can be seen through 
visitors’ posts to Instagram. Scrolling through, whether it be on one's home feed 
generated by following others or through a careful look at geotag or hashtag threads 
of posts, offers a huge smorgasbord of art for an Instagram user to encounter. 

In Chapters 3 and 4, we investigate art spaces and how they are encountered. We 
draw on recent case study data to explore the way art spaces are navigated and 
experienced to show how art publics use Instagram as a unique space to ponder 
questions such as, ‘What and where is this space?’, ‘What might I find there?’ and 
‘What kind of people visit?’ By looking at geotagged threads of images, the Instagram 
viewer can begin to encounter and privately assemble, without judgement, an un-
derstanding of what such an experience might be like. 

In Chapter 4 we investigate geotagged data of art spaces such as well-known art 
galleries in cities across the world, street art, public art, art fairs and other spaces. 
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Through a study of Instagram posts, we explore how art, architecture, people, place, 
and the social, cultural and historical intertwine and are emphasised to varying de-
grees. We explore how art spaces are connected to a sense of place through links to 
art, art visitors, events, architecture, neighbourhoods and the cities and countries 
(and climates) in which they, the spaces of art, are located. We do this by thinking 
about space as Doreen Massey (1994, 2005) suggests: as a philosophical construct 
which is centrally about the social dimension; that is, spaces and places are bound up 
with and inextricably linked to people and power. Spatial categories are not abstract, 
depoliticised or ahistorical concepts (1994). 

We argue that Instagram constitutes a space of its own and makes it possible for 
someone to encounter art and its spaces even if it is highly unlikely that they will ever 
travel to such a place. As Ayat Ayman Abdel-Aziz et al. suggest: 

Technology is making it easier for people to connect to the places that they 
inhabit. The tools that are being created are not ends in and of themselves; much 
like the place-making process, they are the means for bringing people together to 
connect, to learn, to innovate, and to feel welcome to do so. 

(2016, p. 491)  

Instagram as a platform has become a technological tool for encountering, viewing, 
sharing and learning about art and its spaces. It is helping to place human agency at 
the centre as it becomes possible to experience something about art spaces through 
this extraordinarily popular, ever-expanding digital window. 

Audiences 

On the face of it, the growth of Instagram from a small start-up in 2010 to its most 
recent milestone of 1 billion users in June 2018 suggests that it has contributed to the 
growth of audiences. This rhetoric of expansion seems to be born out in the scale, 
function and speed of Instagram. With no access fee, a clear interface with no par-
ticular technical skills needed to use it, compatibility with all mobile platforms and its 
provision of photo-processing techniques previously available only to professionals, 
Instagram seems to be an exemplar of democratic technology. 

In this, Instagram promises an unmediated connection between images’ producers 
and viewers, seemingly disrupting previous specialised and institutional relationships 
that enabled artists’ work to reach an audience. On Instagram, artists have direct 
access to audiences and immediate, quantifiable feedback on their artwork. Instagram 
allows artists to display and sell not only completed work but also work-in-progress, 
professional accomplishments and tell intimate stories of inspiration, collaboration 
and everyday creativity. As we discuss in Chapters 5 and 6, this produces powerful 
feedback loops that directly shape the artistic practice of many artists in complex 
ways. However, in the world of Instagram, the very category of art has undergone a 
transformation, now a self-appointed category or hashtag rather than a professional 
identity. The notion of art is now splintered into technical categories, ‘slashed’ 
alongside other identities (for example, ‘artist/dj’) or diluted by everyday creativity. 

In this process of instant publishing and feedback, the Instagram audience has a 
new power and visibility. Shaped by the technical ‘protocols’, codes and architecture 
of the platform (Galloway, 2004), forms of attention and approval are quantified and 
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made visible. To some, Instagram can resemble a video game, with the numbers of 
one's ‘followers’, ‘likes’ and ‘comments’ acting as the score. The new visibility and 
quantifiability of forms of taste and attention provide opportunities for researchers, 
as well as valuable data to be monetised by the Instagram company. 

Instagram's rhetoric of convenience may seem particularly persuasive in an era of 
clutter and image overload. With photographic image production estimated to have 
exceeded 1 trillion images per annum for the first time in 2018, Instagram seems to 
offer a vital feature of streamlining and accelerating the process of scanning images 
and managing attention. However, as we discuss in Chapter 2, Instagram's reputation 
for simplicity and minimalism has been eroded by an increasingly cluttered interface, 
offering new features and modes of viewing. Instagram's Stories feature, in which 
images last only a day, was introduced in part to allow users' permanent feeds to 
retain their “crafted” character (Swisher, 2017). 

Despite resembling a giant photo album, Instagram is also a social network whose 
content is affiliations, as much as it is images. For some, the display of relationships 
and social connections and the selection of followed and followers is Instagram's 
primary purpose. As well as identifying the particular modes of spectatorship that 
Instagram prefers, we should also make a conceptual distinction between different 
notions of audience and attention. For example, there exists an ideal audience created 
by the forms of address of a post or artwork (this is common in street art slogans that 
pose a written question to the reader/viewer). Alongside this ideal audience is the 
technical audience, those who ‘follow’ a particular account. However, clicking the 
‘follow’ button is no guarantee that you will ever see posts from that account or pay 
them any attention. Alongside the technical audience is an empirical one, actually 
viewing the images. 

Between these categories of ideal, technical and empirical audiences lie a range of 
attentions and behaviours, often heavily filtered by the affordances of the platform. 
For instance, the act of ‘following’ another account on Instagram simply triggers a set 
of protocols to insert posted images from one account into another, based on an 
opaque algorithm. It is no guarantee that a ‘user’ will make ‘use’ of Instagram or view 
the images through their home feed as intended. The act of following can reflect a 
range of social behaviours, such as gestures of filiation, forms of surveillance, acts of 
reciprocation, inadvertent actions, game-playing or attempts to generate followers 
(‘follow for follow’ or ‘follow me back’ being common Instagram behaviours). 

The technical act of following easily diverges from the social or empirical act of 
giving one's attention. Within this framework, the notion of an audience fragments 
and splinters, offering little clear explanation of who is in proximity to an artwork or 
image, what kinds of attention they are giving and what judgements they are making. 
Even within the airtight, simplified world of Instagram, the quantification of audi-
ences is far from straightforward, given the complexities of multiple accounts along 
with bots, bugs, spams and scams. 

Therefore, far from simply expanding the audiences for art, Instagram has shaped 
and organised the viewer and viewing experience in new ways. The protocols of 
Instagram instil new ocular and tactile habits, new forms of ‘eye–hand coordination’ 
that are geographically dispersed and temporally distracted. If, as Facebook founder 
and CEO Mark Zuckerberg described it, Instagram is a platform based around 
common interests, then it has the capacity to form new clusters of people, who will be 
simultaneously viewers and producers of content (The Guardian, 2012). 
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While Instagram may appear to offer convenience at the social level, it is con-
tributing to the acceleration and amplification of images (MacDowall, 2019) and also 
connected to a range of potentially negative health effects. With the average number 
of accounts followed by Instagram users on the rise, the splintering of attention and 
the spectre of the impending saturation of the platform have become a matter of 
concern, particular by those speculating about the economic value or business model 
of the platform. While the prefix of ‘Instagram’ is meant to refer to the short period of 
time it takes to publish an image (without the delays of analogue photography), the 
instant is now also a measure of attention, the micro-moments that we devote to 
reviewing images. From previous modes of careful and contemplative spectatorship, 
Instagram is helping to drive new forms of distracted micro-attention. 

However, despite the complexities of measuring and understanding Instagram 
data, we can say that the architecture of the Instagram platform gives a new pro-
minence to audiences, gathering and quantifying forms of identification and interest 
together and allowing for the easiest, lightest form of feedback, through the some-
times rapid, sometimes emphatic double tap of the ‘like’ feature. Moreover, there is 
an agency in this relationship between audience, technology and art (Budge, 2018;  
Budge & Burness, 2018). Crucially, Instagram makes images immediately available 
to vast overlapping assemblages of audience tastes and shrinks the speed and com-
plexity of feedback, creating loops in which audiences have the capacity to train, 
prompt and interact with artists, not just to enjoy their work. 

Aesthetics 

No book about art and Instagram would be complete without an exploration into the 
role of aesthetics. In Part 3, we turn our attention to this topic that has long been 
associated with art, and now increasingly with Instagram. The aesthetic experience is 
central to understandings of art and the ways in which it is encountered. As Parts 1 
and 2 of the book will show, the art experience is now closely intertwined with 
Instagram as audiences use the platform to respond to art and art spaces and to 
produce creative responses themselves. In this section, we start by looking at the way 
artists use Instagram and then turn to the role of aesthetics on Instagram more 
generally and particularly in relation to audiences, art spaces and power. 

Aesthetics is centrally connected to the philosophy of art and beauty. It has long 
been concerned with the question: ‘What is art?’ Associated with this question is an 
interest in how art might be conceptualised. Indicating the elusiveness of this term, in 
1902, George Santayana suggested that there is “no single agency in nature, no 
specific organ in sense, and no separable task in spirit, to which the aesthetic quality 
can be attributed” (1902, p. 322). By the 1950s, amid a period of theoretical debates 
about aesthetics in relation to art, Morris Weitz argued that “the primary task of 
aesthetics is not to seek a theory but to elucidate the concept of art” (p. 33). 

The difficulty in getting to the heart of aesthetics, according to Weitz, was not in an 
elucidation of art through a description of its properties but in evaluating it. Here, 
“preferred properties or characteristics” (p. 34) come to the fore, building a con-
ceptual understanding of art and its aesthetics through what Weitz called “chosen 
criteria” (p. 35) or what might otherwise be referred to as subjective standards shaped 
by history, trends, taste and other factors. Santayana argued that stimulation of the 
senses is central to aesthetics and understanding value because of the way in which 
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they engage attention and stimulate imagination. Agreeing with Weitz's later 
thoughts on this, Santayana argued that “the realm of the beautiful is no scientific 
enclosure; … it is field of sublimated experiences which various sciences may partly 
traverse and which is wholly covered by none” (p. 324). 

The criteria of aesthetics, as Weitz would call it, are continuously debated, thus 
shaping and evolving understandings of art. Importantly, aesthetic theory is not 
endlessly tied up in abstract debates but has value because “it teaches us what to look 
for and how to look at it in art” (Weitz, 1956, p. 35). As John Berger's iconic and 
foundational work Ways of seeing (first published in 1972) points out, looking at art 
is not a straightforward feat either. Images, and the seeing of them, as Berger argued, 
are a basic part of the human experience and one that often precedes words. Seeing 
helps to establish our position in the world, to understand and read the culture 
around us. Therefore, seeing is integrally linked to aesthetics and to art. 

Aesthetics is also centrally part of how Instagram is used and experienced. Due to 
its relationship with art, aesthetics is deeply connected to the experience of art 
through Instagram. For now, it is the platform of choice for those wishing to com-
municate something visually interesting and inspiring. And for artists and art audi-
ences, including institutions of art, Instagram has risen up through the social media 
platforms as ‘king’ of the visual due to this interest and emphasis on aesthetics. 

Susan Sontag's important book On photography, a series of essays considering the 
role of photography in society, was published in 1977. Though written more than 42 
years ago during which a breathtaking range of technological change has occurred, 
including in relation to photography, Sontag's ideas still resonate. Her arguments about 
the role of the camera and photography in terms of collecting and inserting oneself in 
the world, and the relationship this association has with knowledge and power, were 
considered groundbreaking when the book was first published. One of the key ideas 
she put forward is that photography had enabled a “chronic voyeuristic relation” 
(1977, p. 178) within people in terms of the way they engage with the world around 
them. Given the very different time period in which this concept was put forward – pre- 
internet, pre-social media and certainly pre-smartphone technology – there is much that 
resonates with this idea now in the era of social photography and Instagram. 

One of Sontag's arguments was that the medium of photography fosters an attitude 
of anti-intervention. She argued that the individual who seeks to record cannot in-
tervene and that the person who intervenes cannot then faithfully record, for the two 
aims contradict each other. However, in this part of the book we question and 
challenge this argument about intervention, particularly in relation to acts of social 
photography and experiencing art. We do so by focusing on the way artists and art 
audiences are using Instagram to think about how aesthetics has become such a 
compelling part of the way art is shaped and experienced in the digital and real 
worlds. We do this to ask key questions about agency and power. 

In Part 3, through Chapter 7, we examine the aesthetic strategies used by artists, as 
well as issues such as the rise of censorship and its circumvention. Alongside strategies 
of simulation and self-narrativisation, the chapter also explores how artists have used 
Instagram Stories and Thumbnails to create or display artwork and the role aesthetics 
play. In the chapter that follows, the power dynamic between those who own, design 
and curate art spaces, and those engaging with them via Instagram, is explored. 
Within this colourful and increasingly commercial context where visitors “are en-
couraged to have an aesthetic experience” (Suess, 2018, p. 109), we ask, ‘Who's in 
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control of determining aesthetics?’ Traditionally the terrain of curators, artists and 
exhibition designers, the tables have been turned to suggest a new authority when art 
spaces meet Instagram through an increasingly aesthetically aware and empowered 
art visitor. 

Conclusion 

Why a book about art and Instagram? And why now? There is a great hunger for 
understanding the new visual context of our era, one in which screen-based media play 
an enormous role. This dominance of the screen and the visual does not look to be 
abating any time soon, nor does our curiosity in terms of what it means for under-
standing culture. Art, due to its visual nature, sits right in the centre of this phenom-
enon because of its visual power and aesthetic qualities, and for reasons connected to 
the continued way in which art affects people, just as it has throughout history. The 
difference now is that most people have access to devices that insert themselves into this 
experience in a way that allows them to communicate something to many other people 
about what they are seeing, feeling and dreaming in response. This is why a book about 
art after the launch and growth of Instagram is needed. And now is the moment for it 
as we attempt to grapple with a series of changes underway involving artists, art lovers, 
collectors, curators, galleries owners and the curious broader public who enjoy what 
their devices allow them to do in highly visual contexts. 

This book is important for theoretical and practical reasons. The dominance of the 
Instagram platform and, more broadly, the instituting of a new visual cultural logic 
are having a profound impact on many spheres of life: the effects of Instagram and its 
avalanche of images on art-making and the art world, on how art audiences access 
and respond and what this means for understandings of art itself, it's various in-
stitutions and those attempting to dismantle them. Unpacking aesthetic and spatial 
theory, as well as media theory about the social media platform Instagram, assists in 
demystifying this still reasonably new phenomenon. For practical reasons, many of us 
want to gain a deeper understanding of why we feel so compelled to use this alluring 
and addictive app. Why do we keep going back? And why are the visual and, in many 
cases, art at the centre of this obsession? These are everyday questions many people 
are asking and curious to understand. We explore these and more as we interrogate 
what art after Instagram means for social and cultural life. 

Though Instagram is a product of Silicon Valley and, in its early years, was domi-
nated by content from American celebrities, it is now claiming a global relevance. 
Given an astounding 80% of Instagram users are from outside the United States 
(Omnicore, 2019), the ramifications in terms of what it is possible to ‘see’ through this 
app are both unknown and exciting. The potential of visually experiencing something 
about parts of the world captured and communicated by ordinary people, including the 
art they are inspired, troubled or moved by, is, in many ways, simply astounding and 
unlike any other moment in history because of the sheer scale and reach involved. 

In museums, where much of the world's art is collected, cared for and curated due 
to their status as designated custodians of this material, change is afoot. With public 
photography bans being lifted in many museums across the world in 2014, we wit-
nessed the ascendance of a new audience agency. Museums, too, are working in-
ternally to shift their practices so that externally they are more audience-centred than 
they have been historically (Simon, 2010). A major transformation is underway. 
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The emergence of the networked image and the privileging of the visual are in the 
centre of this, but so too are museum visitors, art lovers and the serendipitously art 
curious. 

The nature of social media is also undergoing a transformation, as issues of privacy 
and regulation take centre stage following a series of scandals testing the limits of 
trust. How will social media respond and evolve? Can platforms such as Instagram be 
seen as positive, collective social projects, or will private companies or governments 
control the narrative? These questions and more are being wrestled with by many 
scholars, media workers, governments, legal units and members of the public. 
Instagram is central to this unfolding discussion. 

The scale, speed and opaque architecture of Instagram pose many challenges for 
scholars, including in relation to what research methodologies might be used (Budge 
& Burness, 2018; Highfield & Leaver, 2015; MacDowall, 2019). Therefore, in this 
book, we employ a number of different methods, including large-scale data analysis 
and the close reading of individual posts and accounts at both the meta and the micro 
level. We also make use of a range of detailed case studies to explore nuances of place, 
audience, content and art-specific Instagram encounters. In this book, we draw on 
examples from the contemporary art world, graffiti and street art culture, the world's 
leading art museums and their audiences as well as the everyday creativity of bed-
room performers, celebrity imitators and fashionistas. 

While the book is divided into three parts – ‘Art spaces’, ‘Audiences’ and 
‘Aesthetics’ – we understand the relationship between art objects, viewers and spaces 
to be mutually constitutive and also subject to change and contestation. The idealised 
scenario in which individualised viewers contemplate discrete art objects in pristine 
galleries has been changing across the last century. Now, this change is accelerating, 
driven in part by digital social media and the logic of Instagram. In the age of 
Instagram, galleries are organised differently and art objects and art experiences are 
themselves changing, driven by new audiences and audience expectations. 

To what extent is this a new paradigm? At a meta level, we ask this question 
throughout the book, seeking responses from a range of art contexts in which Instagram 
is intertwined. This includes topical issues related to the influence of Instagram on art 
institutions and their decision-making, the notion of ‘Instagrammable’ and ‘Insta-worthy’ 
art places and spaces and the aesthetic and moral implications of Instagram becoming a 
filter or horizon through which art and other visual life are increasingly traversed. 
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2 The Architecture of Instagram  

Driving north up New York’s Park Avenue in 1978, it was possible to see a series of 
stencilled words “printed neatly along the Grand Central wall just at the first curve”, 
which read, “Instant This … Instant That … Instant This … Instant That …” (Peaslee 
& Hamburg, 1979). Installed covertly by the artist John Fekner, whose artworks of 
textual fragments were spread across the five boroughs, the work was reported in the 
idiosyncratic art ’zine WET, which saw Fekner’s slogan as emblematic of America in 
the 1970s, where supermodels competed with tele-evangelists for airtime. 

As Fekner describes it, his artworks “reconfigured Jasper Johns’ target motif to my 
own single word poetry” with the aim of generating “awareness about environmental 
issues that directly impacted the community in which the stencil was sited …whether 
it was a highway overpass, a toxic dump or an abandoned lot” (Fekner, n.d.). Placed 
at the centre of Manhattan, “Instant This …” reflected the rhetoric of convenience 
and immediate gratification within a consumer culture in New York, a city that was 
facing serious challenges by the late 1970s, including a fiscal crisis and a dramatic 
decline in population. 

More broadly, Fekner’s stencil also reflected the space/time compression wrought by 
the metropolis and the way changes in forms of spatial mobility created new modes of 
experiencing time. Placed outside Grand Central station, where a mass transit system 
circulated commuters, the stencil directly addressed the motor vehicles zooming past. 
Fekner’s stencil was built for speed, to be grasped in an instant. As WET magazine 
described the stencil’s location, “anyone who drives in New York City knows the one 
place that is most fun to navigate … on a good day, if the lights are with you, you can 
get a running start at 33rd St., zoom through the underpass, whip around Grand 
Central and pop out near the Waldorf ‘going like sixty’ (Peaslee & Hamburg, 1979).” 
At 60 miles an hour, drivers glimpse the stencils only for an instant, but the repetition 
of the phrase along the wall allows the words to be grasped at speed. Though it rewards 
contemplation, street art such as Fekner’s is designed to work in the distracted instant 
of our initial, almost pre-cognitive, perception (MacDowall, 2019). 

Beyond a critique of consumer desire or changing modes of perception, “Instant 
This …” is a reminder of the ubiquity and flexibility of the Instant prefix, and the 
long-standing drive and promise to accelerate a range of cultural process, including 
the photographic. It is also a reminder of the longer histories which underpin the 
latest “instant” revival, the photo app Instagram. 

This chapter looks in detail at the structures and affordances of the Instagram plat-
form and the ways in which it organises its viewers’ and users’ attention. It analyses the 
architecture and ‘look’ of the Instagram platform, including the mechanics of feeds and 
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followers and its gradual evolution from minimalist principles to ‘baroque carousel’. 
Then, we present an overview of the history of Instagram, including its historical pre-
cursors and the technological and institutional context of its emergence in Silicon Valley 
in 2010, at the juncture between the development of a broader ecology of mobile 
phones, digital photography and social media. This scene setting provides a rich 
backdrop for understanding the way in which artists, audiences and art spaces are si-
tuated in the layered context of Instagram. 

How special is Instagram? After all, it is not the first phone app to use filters or share 
photos on social media, and, despite having more than a billion users, it is not the most 
widely used social media platform. Though Instagram exists in a broad media ecology, 
one app among many, we argue that its surging popularity as a ‘native’ mobile phone 
app and its myriad effects on the production and consumption of images, particularly 
its reframing of art-making and viewing, make it deserving of detailed study. Designed 
as native to mobile phones and consistent with their logics of speed, mobility and 
tactility, Instagram embodies both a technical and a cultural logic. 

Our approach to Instagram in this book is informed by the insights of platform studies, 
which take a critical approach to its object. As a field of scholarship, platform studies sets 
out to “investigate the underlying computer systems that support creative work” (Bogost 
& Montfort, 2009). Rather than celebrate apps such as Instagram on their own terms – as 
triumphs of technology, pinnacles of design, indispensable problem-solvers, efficient time- 
savers or joyous time-wasters or icons of open communication and connectivity – plat-
form studies looks beyond the powerful rhetorics of empowerment and democracy that 
underpin many analyses of contemporary media forms. Working with this approach 
means that we also understand that Instagram, at times, enables or permits these positive 
effects. However, such an approach critiques the rules and norms for engagement and 
asks how “material rules of these systems – their algorithms, their APIs, the analytics they 
provide – shape what we can know about them” (Burgess et al., 2016). 

Secondly, the approach of platform studies does not take the object, in this case, 
Instagram, on its own terms. Rather than see Instagram as an obvious and bounded 
thing to be investigated, platform studies understands its object as both messy and 
indeterminate in terms of its limits and also evolving over time. That is, while in 
common speech and their own self-description apps such as Instagram are clear and 
stable objects, in practice their boundaries are often hazy, and their influence extends 
well beyond the edges of a screen. 

Throughout this chapter, we draw on the understanding of Instagram as a complex 
object that traverses a range of digital and human elements, objects and institutions, 
spanning its leadership and technical management, its legal status and financial 
structure across hundreds of jurisdictions and markets, its appearance and func-
tionality and its many assemblages of audiences and users. Instagram itself can be 
defined in terms of its legal rules, formal guidelines, community norms and permis-
sible conduct. Instagram is also a corporate structure, a set of assets and workplaces, 
working within and against existing regulations. The app has not only a design and 
navigation but also invisible coding and inter-operabilities, access points and re-
strictions. For its users, Instagram is also a set of habits, a channel for wildly varying 
forms of content, banal and momentous, an archive and a graveyard of images. 

As we demonstrate in this chapter, it is impossible to detach individual elements of 
the Instagram app from broader technological, economic and institutional history. In 
an app such as Instagram with so many global users, even small shifts in appearance 
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or features have the potential for enormous effects. Not only is Instagram judged 
daily by its users and competitors, the nature of apps as largely closed systems means 
that small design changes directly affect the horizon of user visibilities and possibi-
lities, as we interrogate in detail in Chapter 7 in relation to artists and their work. 

Thus, this book begins with a detailed study of the mechanics of the Instagram 
interface, its precursors and the evolution of its design. Through an analysis of these 
tangible details, we begin to outline its broader affordances and influence. The use of 
spatial metaphors to describe Instagram has its limitations: after all, it is Instagram’s 
competing temporalities and its multiple uses that are central to its popularity. 
Nevertheless, we return to an understanding of Instagram’s design as an architecture, 
a deliberate series of rooms, spaces with insides and outsides that limit and allow 
access to adjoining components of the design. 

In order to understand the evolution of Instagram, this chapter examines the de-
velopment of the app and its architecture at three distinct moments: its historical 
precursors; its original, classical incarnation as a ‘minimum viable product’; and its 
eventual evolution into the baroque carousel of today. 

Instagram’s Precursors: Flipboards, Carousels and Malls 

Instagram builds on a number of prior media forms, most obviously at the inter-
section of digital photography, mobile telephony and digital social media. However, 
as with many forms of digital technology, Instagram is modelled on earlier media 
forms, including from the first ‘digital’ age, the period of human history in which 
counting, numeracy and record-keeping gave way to a fledgling alphabet. Instagram 
appears on tablets and is based around the format of an infinite vertical scroll, a 
reference to the dominant media forms of these earlier periods. 

Eschewing the left-to-right horizontal orientation of the Roman alphabet and its 
book form (as its earlier rival and then corporate owner Facebook), the Instagram 
interface is shaped around the affordances of the early mobile phones where the 
screen was used mostly in vertical format, its own shape responding to the span and 
grip of the human hand. Thus, the early square format is shaped by the limitations of 
the vertical phone screen, resolving the aesthetic tensions between the insertion of the 
vertical, portrait format (which would fill the screen) and landscape images (which 
would appear tiny in comparison). 

In design, minimalism promised an international language that would transcend 
the limitations of writing. The Instagram interface responds to this, with a preference 
for visual icons over script. Unlike Facebook and Twitter, which are organised 
around writing, Instagram maintains the primacy of images. Captions are limited, 
and most written comments are hidden. The previous explanatory power that writing 
held over images, for example, in the captions of newspaper images, is negated in 
favour of a flow of images, literally unhinged from the bindings of a book. Even in the 
written comments, the visual form is flourishing, with emojis appearing to overtake 
letters as the main language, according to a narrowly released study by Instagram 
itself where they found “nearly half of comments and captions on Instagram contain 
emoji characters” (Instagram Engineering, 2015). 

Instagram also responds to the form of the photo album. Its early preference for 
square images and rounded corners comes from the format of consumer photography, 
not just the popular polaroid format (which promised an ‘instantaneous’ analogue 
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photographic process that Instagram now provides in digital form) but also the format 
of the cheap plastic toy Holga camera, which was influential in the photography of 
Instagram founder Kevin Systrom (Clifford, 2018). 

Instagram’s use of rounded corners draws on nostalgia for other-shaped images 
from earlier times. As alluded to earlier, this includes reference to the early photo 
album, in which curved-edge photos might be affixed to thick curved-edge album 
pages, protected by thin plastic sheets, so that one might be able to touch the surface 
of the images without damaging their materiality. As Martha Zarzycka argues, the 
connections and contrast between the nostalgic photographic forms of the past and 
the affordances of the present (and future) in their digital form are striking, and this 
includes the social power with which they are now imbued. 

Interfaces designed for digital image-sharing largely mimic the analogue practices 
of showing images from your family album. But the result is far more prolific than 
any family album – an endless stream of selfies, travel shots, baby pictures, and 
funny cat photos. Conversely, visuals also shape conversations we have about 
social injustice, systemic violence, and race inequality: photographs of Tamir Rice 
and Emma Gonzalez; ISIS propaganda; mothers holding toddlers being teargassed 
at the US Southern border; teenagers in MAGA hats taunting Native American 
elders. We are overwhelmed by the sheer volume of tense images. 

(Zarzycka, 2019, n.p.)  

As Zarzycka argues, this reliance on nostalgia is problematic. The power of the image 
holds so much more potential to generate a response in digital times. The volume, scale 
and reach of present-day image creation, consumption and distribution are the an-
tithesis of comparatively simplistic analogue times. To draw upon such nostalgia belies 
the complexity of the present moment. In terms of design, Instagram embodies a 
nostalgia for early photographic forms and the physical printing, handling and display 
of photographs, a process that it would both celebrate and then help obliterate. 

As we have argued in the Chapter 1, Instagram also makes reference to the affordances 
of the Kodak carousel slide projector, a feted design object that now sits in the Museum 
of Modern Art (MoMA) collection and transformed how images could be viewed. For 
those of a certain age, watching travel and holiday images in square slide format pro-
jected onto a white lounge room wall are a hazy pre-memory of Instagram. In the tel-
evision series Mad Men, advertising executive Don Draper makes a (retrospective) 
fictional pitch for the affective power of the carousel: 

This device isn’t a spaceship, it’s a time machine. It goes backwards, forwards. It 
takes us to a place where we ache to go again. It’s not called ‘The Wheel’. It’s 
called ‘The Carousel’. It lets us travel in a way a child travels. Round and round, 
and then back home again. To a place where we know we are loved.  

In this chapter, we note how the broader appeal of earlier media forms shaped Instagram 
and, like photography, how it helps users to travel backwards as well as forwards. 

As the Instagram interface has evolved and the monetisation of the platform became a 
more central feature following its sale to Facebook, one of the most compelling pre-
cursors to Instagram became the shopping mall. Malls have a long history that includes 
the classic European arcades such as the Parisian passage couverts that first opened in 
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the last years of the eighteenth century. From the mid-1920s, Walter Benjamin cata-
logued the birth and decline of Parisian arcades as exemplary spaces of modernity 
(Benjamin & Tiedemann, 1999), while later critics such as Meaghan Morris (1998) 
considered the possibilities of the suburban malls of the post–World War II period. 

The architecture of Instagram resonates with shopping malls for a number of 
reasons. Firstly, Instagram is built on a series of spaces that are turned inwards, where 
the spectator may move easily between well-lit internal areas, but exits and links to 
the outside world are discouraged. As both Benjamin and Morris note, the archi-
tecture of arcades and malls encourages, though by no means dictates, particular 
forms of consumption, perception and subjectivity. In malls, as in Instagram, spec-
tators may lose a sense of direction and time. Certainly, to browse Instagram is to 
move easily through a series of operations as spaces: seeing an image on one’s feed, 
touching the name of the account to see related images and following threads of 
comments into further accounts. As in a mall, it is not always easy to remember how 
you arrived at your current location, nor how to retrace one’s steps. 

Secondly, the design of mobile phones is suggestive of the material character of 
malls, particular the predominance of glass. The use of iron and glass in new con-
struction techniques in the mid-nineteenth century shaped the design of the classical 
European arcades, while large sheet glass in malls built on the tradition of window 
displays and the practices of browsing or window shopping. Large glass windows 
allow commodities to be presented as artworks, to be visible but not handled. When 
we stroke the glass of our mobile phone screens to advance our Instagram feeds, we 
are again enacting this relationship to the commodity. In Instagram, images are si-
multaneously available to our touch and beyond our reach. Like the carefully de-
signed spotlighting of mall interiors and shop windows, backlit screens ensure that 
images, like commodities, appear fresh, clean and vivid, allowing uninterrupted 
consideration, both day and night. 

Finally, with the increasingly central role of online shopping, Instagram, and in-
deed the broader internet, has become akin to a giant shopping mall. This phrase does 
more than just point to the rise in online shopping: it indicates the increasing 
homogenisation of the experience of using the internet given the concentration of 
media ownership and the corralling of content in digital fiefdoms. Malls themselves 
are adjusting to this new economy, featuring empty retail spaces, telecommunications 
outlets selling access to subscription services or parcel lockers. The COVID-19 
pandemic has further highlighted the pressures on brick-and-mortar retail outlets that 
have been on the rise since the early 2000s as global populations in lockdown have 
increasingly relied on online shopping. Dayna Tortorici argues that apps such as 
Instagram are radically reshaping malls in more dramatic ways: 

New storefronts and restaurants were likewise optimised for the image. 
Considerations such as comfort, accessibility and acoustics were secondary to 
visual appeal. It was as if the landscape itself had dysmorphia, altering its 
physical appearance to fit an arbitrary standard that undermined its primary 
function. But maybe I had it backwards. Maybe the point of a physical space was 
no longer to shelter physical people. Maybe a shopfront was a marketing tool for 
a direct-to-consumer internet startup, the way a website was once a marketing 
tool for a bricks-and-mortar outlet. 

(2020, n.p.) 
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Mark Surman, executive director of the non-profit Mozilla Foundation, itself a 
product of an earlier public internet, describes the inversion of the internet from 
diverse ownership and content towards apps owned by mega corporations such as 
Facebook: “What has happened is this decentralized system has become the most 
monopolized, ‘oligopolized’, centralized media system we’ve ever had in history, it’s 
just flipped upside down” (CBC Radio, 2018, n.p.). 

Further cementing the connection between Instagram and shopping malls is an-
other precursor to the digital interface, which itself dates from the early-twentieth- 
century arcade. The flipboard is a form of advertising signage that was common in 
window displays and later became a key design in other forms of displays such as the 
bedside alarm clock from the 1960s and 1970s airport arrival and departure boards 
that straddled analogue and digital eras. 

Flipboards maximise the space of small window displays and provide a degree of 
movement and animation. They are also designed to capture the attention of 
browsing shoppers: like proto-screens, flipboards can refresh themselves. Like 
screens, even when they appear static, they carry the potential to change, inducing 
additional scrutiny from the viewer. The flipboard’s capacity for change is further 
actualised in the example of the flipboard included here (Figure 2.1), where the 
boards rotate slowly, with two model sailors driving the crankshaft. The Cole’s Book 
Arcade version deploys short epigraphs, like Instagram captions. 

Like the Instagram interface, the slow revolutions of the flipboard produce a see-
mingly endless vertical stream of images, a mesmerising flow in which it is possible to 
momentarily lose a sense of time and place. Having seen this flipboard in operation, 
the author (MacDowall) lingered in front of it, waiting for just one more board to flip 
over; the experience mirrored the feeling of finding it hard to leave an Instagram feed, 
waiting for just one more image to slide into view. Like the shopping mall, the 
flipboard has come full circle with the return of mechanical flipboard displays in 
shops that register a business’s number of Instagram followers (Figure 2.2). 

Alongside its precursors, such as malls, carousels and flipboards, Instagram is also an-
chored by some powerful and mythic stories of origin. It is worth recounting at this point 
one of the many origin stories of the platform, without being fully in its thrall. After all, the 
notion that technological forms flow from the biography and inspiration of their CEOs is a 
common trope used by tech companies, especially after the sale of Instagram to Facebook 
netted its founders a fortune (Facebook, 2012). Though the lives of Instagram founders 
Kevin Systrom and Mike Krieger brim with interesting details, Instagram emerges from the 
intersection of many technological forms, market forces and historical coincidences. 

Systrom was born in Massachusetts in 1983, just weeks before the release of the 
first Apple Macintosh personal computer. He grew up on the East Coast before 
studying management science and engineering at Stanford University, a pathway into 
Silicon Valley and the culture of start-ups and digital entrepreneurship. In the very 
limited accounts of Instagram’s development, Systrom’s visit to Florence as a student 
is mentioned (Swisher, 2013). Building on a previous interest in photography at high 
school, Systrom undertook a period of study in Italy, in the unstructured, self-directed 
mode available to undergraduates of the most prestigious universities in the United 
States. As a supervisor for American students engaged in this form of study in 
Australia, I (Lachlan) have noticed that there is limited reading or assessment re-
quirements; the emphasis is on cultural immersion, atmospheres and experiences, that 
is, travel and self-improvement. 
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Instagram is often described as part of an aesthetic tradition of shallow and glitzy 
images most associated with consumer culture in the United States: over-saturated 
images of celebrity, shopping, narcissism and excess. However, early Instagram was 
also based on an austere, refined, classical European ideal of photography. It was also 
part of emerging fascination with earlier analogue technology; Systrom’s profile in 
Fortune magazine notes that he worked at a record store specialising in vinyl re-
cordings after high school (Roberts, 2014). 

Like his interest in analogue photography, Systrom’s idea of sociality now appears 
quaint. Initially, he and his partner were working on a different type of app called 
Burbn, named after Systrom’s interest in drinking expensive beverages as well as his 

Figure 2.1 Rotating flipboard from Cole's Book Arcade, Melbourne (known as 
Mechanical Amusement – Cole’s ‘Little Men’ or ‘Little Sailors’, circa 1883) 
Maker: F. Ziegler & Sons, Photographer: Jon Augier. Image: Museums 
Victoria, reproduced under Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International 
licence,  https://collections.museumsvictoria.com.au/items/405269.  
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preference for small gatherings in bars and cafes. Burbn was conceived as a check-in 
app like Foursquare, designed to link small groups in geographic proximity (Garber, 
2014). Just as the later flooding of Instagram by all types of images – from glitch jpegs 
to recycled memes and poorly composed, brightly lit scenes of everyday banality – 
would overtake Systrom’s vision of a cheery camera club of original content, so too 
the later scale of Instagram’s sociality and its global explosion would overtake 
Systrom’s seeming preference for small-scale and intimate gatherings. 

Instagram’s community guidelines and Systrom’s own Instagram account, to which 
he posts infrequently, show traces of these earlier forms of taste, but with the sale to 
Facebook and Systrom and Krieger’s own departure from the company in 2018, the 
trajectory of Instagram is moving further away from its refined beginnings. Instagram 
now combines the two modes, cultures and speeds: a fascination with the mass- 
market, portable, instantaneous, electronic, code-driven simulation of photography 
and its opposite: the timeless aura and alchemy of analogue media. 

Another recent account of the Instagram’s origins by tech reporter Sarah Frier high-
lights this internal battle. In her book based on hundreds of interviews with Instagram 
insiders, Frier (2020) draws attention to an incident at the Instagram headquarters in 
which Systrom removed cardboard boxes and plastic bins from the office, which he ar-
gued should be clear and pristine, like Instagram’s design. For Frier, Systrom’s aestheti-
cism represented an ongoing issue for the app: its users would become “intimidated about 
posting because they thought Instagram warranted perfection” (Frier, 2020, p. 182). 

From the point of view of platform studies, Frier’s book provides a helpful mapping 
of its institutional history. However, Frier’s account helps make visible the contours and 
reach of the platform, and the institutional worlds in which it was formed, it is plagued 
by the standard motifs of technology narratives. Frier’s origin stories are personal rather 
than institutional ones, in which networks of friendships, business deals and jealousy 
and competition are seen as the primary determinates of the platform’s success. 

For example, according to No Filter (2020), the early investment of Twitter co- 
founder and CEO Jack Dorsey was instrumental to Instagram’s early success. For Frier, 
Dorsey’s support for Instagram was based on his early appreciation of Instagram and 
how in his first post from an investor’s box at the Giant’s stadium, Instagram’s filters 
made the grassy baseball field look greener (Frier, 2020, p. 25). However, in this 
narrative, Dorsey was also driven by animosity towards Evan Williams, who had 
ousted him as the CEO of Twitter. When Dorsey suggested to Williams that Twitter 
should acquire Instagram, “the rejection was loaded with the bitterness Williams felt 
toward Dorsey personally. Williams was CEO and still trying to establish himself as 
Twitter’s leader. Dorsey’s strategy was not welcome” (Frier, 2020, p. 25). 

Like many start-ups and tech companies that have forged new products in emer-
ging industries, their stories of origin lay claim to innovation and disruption rather 
than continuity and tradition. The stories often involve travel or chance encounters, 
retrospective insights about timing or alignments and a focus on the personal qua-
lities, intuition and insights of the co-founders. 

In a world where so much of Instagram was either insubstantial – unformed consumer 
desires, invisible computer code, fleeting impressions of forgotten photos or opaque 
balance sheets and market strategies – No Filter offers concrete anecdotes, easily graspable 
and often dramatic incidents that are presumed to materialise, crystallise and personalise 
the ineffable. For example, Frier recounts how Systrom, invited to Utah on a skiing trip by 
the actor and tech-investor Ashton Kutcher, raised the alarm about a fire in the lodge: 
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In the middle of the night, Systrom burst into Kutcher’s room. They had to get 
out outside – immediately. Kutcher’s room was already filling with smoke. The 
wall by the fireplace was up in flames. Systrom ran from room to room at around 
four in the morning until all the guests made it out safe. They all stood outside in 
the cold, in their underwear and clutching their laptops and phones dearly, 
waiting for the fire department to come. Okay, Kutcher thought, Kevin’s a good 
leader. They became friends, and Kutcher would later help Instagram build more 
credibility in the entertainment industry. 

(Frier, 2020, p. 45–46)  

Though the birth of Instagram centres on events in San Francisco, again and again it is 
these incidents in other locations – summers in Florence, beach walks in Mexico, re-
turning home to the East Coast – in which decisive moments take place. The drama in 
the Utah ski lodge – “a half-dozen men stayed there overnight in a large cabin in the 
snow” (Frier, 2020, p. 45) – is a telling example of how the complexity of technological 
origins and platform studies is dramatised, personalised and reduced to stories of en-
counters with nature and intense bonds between men. This is how the immaterial and 
complex evolution of the app is made concrete, thinkable and understandable. 

In 2016, Instagram’s original aesthetic focus on what Systrom described as “fancy” 
images was supplemented by the addition of the Stories function, where photo and 
video content disappear after 24 hours. The development of Stories was Instagram’s 
response to realising it had a problem. 

The glamorous photos and videos that the app had become known for were now 
too glamorous. The bar for what was ‘Instagram-worthy’ was so high that its 
users were starting to get intimidated. People don’t climb mountains, eat at fancy 
restaurants or take beautiful beach vacation photos every day. That meant people 
weren’t posting to Instagram every day, either. 

(Wagner, 2018, n.p.)  

The advent of Stories was widely seen as an attempt to mimic the successful Snapchat 
interface and prevent its growth as a competitor. However, Stories has unfolded and 
been taken up by audiences in a way that has extended its value beyond the original 
Snapchat purpose. This is probably due to being embedded in Instagram, and so the 
relationship with the app and its audiences has enabled an ‘organic’ evolution that is 
akin to the overall Instagram ambience and operation. Stories has provided an alter-
native to ‘perfection’, encouraging new aesthetic forms and everyday and temporary 
images. It functions like a parallel Instagram: images are displayed horizontally, can be 
advanced with a tap and typically contain all the forms of content repressed by 
Instagram: poorly framed and lit, littered with clunky text comments and banal and 
sometimes abject content, as well as reposted rather than original content. 

All kinds of users have gravitated to Stories, including artists and their audiences. 
This feature became a noticeable place for informal, creative and enjoyable interactions 
with artists, museums and their respective audiences during the COVID-19 pandemic, 
especially during lockdown periods. Instagram claims that over 500 million people use 
Stories daily, surpassing Snapchat’s daily user statistics (Chen, 2020); however, there 
are no specific data available for particular user groups such as artists. The growth of 
blogs showcasing how artists can/could make use of the Stories function (see, for 

The Architecture of Instagram 21 


