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1. Introduction

Visual search engines increasingly make images searchable not only through text, tags, or captions,
but through images themselves. Google Lens, Pinterest Lens, and multimodal large language models
transform search into a visual operation in which similarity, relevance, context, and aesthetic quality
are calculated before users encounter results. Building on work on search engines and algorithmic
ordering (Manning, Raghavan & Schiitze, 2008; Gillespie, 2014; Lewandowski, 2021), this paper asks
how visual memory is created: not as a stable archive of images, but as an infrastructural process
through which some visual forms become findable, repeatable, and commercially valuable, while others
are rendered less visible.

The paper brings search engine studies into dialogue with social memory studies. Rather than
treating social memory as stored content, I follow approaches that understand memory as a process of
selection between remembering and forgetting (Luhmann, 1996; Olick & Robbins, 1998), intensified
by the “connective turn” in digital memory (Hoskins, 2011, 2018). Visual search engines are therefore
approached as mnemonic media: socio-technical arrangements that classify, rank, retrieve, and repeat
images.

Empirically, the paper shifts attention from users and interfaces to the producer-side infrastructures
that prepare images for algorithmic recognition. It argues that visual memory is created through a chain
of professional actors who translate uncertain search-engine logics into practical rules for image
production. Five company types are central to this process. Content producers and providers generate
images and define what products, people, settings, and styles should be shown. Digital asset
management providers standardize these images through metadata, cropping, background editing,
tagging, and other forms of optimization. Visual search engine optimization agencies interpret platform
requirements and advise clients on how images should be composed to become discoverable. Visual Al
infrastructure companies provide APIs that tag, categorize, rank, and score images at scale. Finally,
visual brand performance analytics firms predict which images will attract attention or convert users,
feeding those predictions back into production.

Together, these actors form what I call the infrastructure of visual memory. They do not simply
respond to visual search engines; they actively anticipate them. Drawing on around 20 expert interviews
with practitioners across these sectors, the project examines how “algorithmic imaginaries” are
negotiated (Walter & Friesike, 2025): how professionals infer what visual search systems value, how
they operationalize these assumptions in workflows, and how these assumptions become aesthetic
norms. This is a visibility game (Cotter, 2019), but one played through backgrounds, product angles,
metadata, resolution, composition, and automated aesthetic scoring.

The paper contributes to search engine studies by extending debates on optimization and ranking
beyond text-based search (Ziewitz, 2019; Schultheil & Lewandowski, 2021). It also contributes to
memory studies by conceptualizing visual search infrastructures as mnemonic assemblages (Latour,
2005; Mandolessi, 2023). By opening the black box of visual search from the producer side, the paper
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asks how societies will come to remember visually, and who gets to decide what becomes visually
memorable.
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