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ABSTRACT

This study investigates on how meanings are produced and how the myth of Jalan Tunjungan’s urban heritage
identity is being constructed through visual storytelling on social media platforms, specifically Instagram.
Agaisnt the backdrop of the expanding digital tourism industry, visual narratives extend beyond their
representational function. instead, they become instruments of symbolic power that shape place-branding
strategies while simultaneously creating conditions for cultural commodification. Positioned within a
constructivist paradigm, this descriptive-interpretive qualitative study analyzes 15 digital artifacts and has been
selected through purposive sampling based on the principle of data saturation. To dissect these visuals, we
employed a multi-layered analytical framework. This approach integrates Kress and van Leeuwen’s Grammar
of Visual Design to examine micro-level visual structures. While Barthes’ semiotics acts to interpret broarder
cultural meanings. And lastly, Bordieu’s concept of symbolic power to contextualize the ideological processes
underlying the identity construction.

The findings demonstrate that visual storytelling on Instagram discursively naturalizes the myth of Surabaya as
a "Modern-Heritage City". This myth is sustained through three main ideological pillars: emotional ideology
(nostalgia and therapeutic space), commercial ideology (consumption showcase), and social ideology
(spectacular spectacle stage). Our analysis reveals that the selection of technical visual elements is not neutral.
Instead, it acts as a practice of power by digital actors (government, community, and commercial entities) in
negotiating the destination's cultural capital. Ultimately, this study concludes that these meaning production
practices successfully create a dynamic hybrid spatial identity. However, they also leave behind a risk of
cultural commodification specifically The Instagrammable Gaze where the depth of authentic historical values
is potentially reduced to mere aesthetic commodities to satisfy the experience economy.

Keywords: Urban Heritage, Visual Storytelling, Visual Semiotics, Place Branding, Cultural Commodification.

INTRODUCTION

One of Surabaya’s most important and unique urban historical sites, Jalan Tunjungan is now a modern public
area. It can be seen from the preservation of colonial architecture combined with urban living activities. In this
case, it has led to a notable rise in tourist visits between 8.000 and 12.000 on weekends itself, a notable growth
with additional 4.000 people crowded Jalan Tunjungan for the weekend. The use of Instagram played a
significant role and a key tool for destination branding. During this era, tourist’s perception of one tourism site,
in this particular research which Jalan Tunjungan; are largely created and constructed by digital visual
narratives that set expectations for audience throughout the digital platform before they ever reached the
destination. Consequently, the destination's image is mainly shaped by strong visual storytelling rather than
being solely constructed by physical experience.

The massive practice of visual storytelling on the digital platforms raises a crucial issue regarding the risk of
cultural commodification. When a historical heritage is reduced to a certain mere visual setting for content
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aesthetics, its historical meaning is at risk of being diminished into a shallow attraction or plain gaze. Referring
to the concept of The Tourist Gaze introduced by John Urry in 1990 which now has evolved into The
Instagrammable Gaze. Urry stated that, audiences and content creators tend to evaluate historical spaces not by
the depth of their past narratives, but by their level of visual aesthetics as a lifestyle commodity. Without a
critical analysis of the production of these visual texts, Jalan Tunjungan could potentially lose its cultural
capital and become trapped in the momentary currents of the experience economy.

A literature review over the past five years indicates that studies on cultural heritage tourism on social media
are generally centered on three approaches. First approach involves digital ethnography and quantitative
sentiment analysis focusing on audience behavior or place-making. The second approach is morphological
semiotics studies that tend to view historical buildings as a static architectural objects. Finally the last approach
encompasses macro-impact studies related to gentrification and digital space tourism. Based on this review,
pathway to a clear research gap exists: there is a lack of comprehensive qualitative-interpretive studies in
Indonesia that hierarchically dissect visual representations on social media platform, in this case : Instagram as
deliberately constructed "active visual texts".

This study aims to fill that academic gap by uncovering the mechanisms of a meaning production and the
construction of the urban heritage identity myth of Jalan Tunjungan through visual storytelling strategies on
Instagram. The analysis is conducted by integrating Kress and van Leeuwen's Grammar of Visual Design at the
micro-technical level and Roland Barthes' Semiotics at the macro-ideological level. Through this framework,
this study will demonstrate how technical visual design elements are operationally used as instruments of
symbolic power to naturalize the "Modern-Heritage™ myth in the public mind.

RESEARCH METHODS

This study employs a descriptive-analytical qualitative design and is based on an interpretive constructivist
paradigm. This approach views visual representations on social media not merely as objective reflections of
physical reality. Instead, they are seen as purposefully and actively created “visual texts” through symbolic
interaction within the digital discursive space.

Data collection relied on a combination of few digital participant observation and digital archiving. This
approach allowed for capturing of high-resolution visuals alongside their metadata to secure the data. The unit
of analysis comprised 15 Instagram artifacts published between January 2021 and May 2026. We selected
these samples using a purposive technique governed by strict inclusion criteria. Specifically, the Jalan
Tunjungan corridor had to be the central visual subject rather than a blurred background, and the posts needed
captions to serve as meaning anchors. The final sample of 15 artifacts was decided upon reaching data
saturation, to a point where new data no longer produced novel codes or construct ideological myths. To
guarantee a comprehensive discourse, we drew these artifacts from three distinct clusters which is : official city
authority pages, community lifestyle accounts, and commercial groups.

For the data dissection process, we divide visual semiotics in two hierarchical stages. First stage is Kress and
van Leeuwen's Grammar of Visual Design. We then utilize it to examine the micro-structural elements. This
step involved breaking down representational meanings, interactive meanings (such as social distance and
camera angles), and compositional layouts. The second stage is the macro-cultural level, we adopted Roland
Barthes’s signification model to uncover denotative and connotative meanings, ultimately identifying the
naturalized myths. Finally, Pierre Bourdieu’s sociology of symbolic power framed these findings to reveal how
different actors negotiate the cultural capital of the historical street.

Data validity and qualitative rigor in this study were measured using Lincoln and Guba's trustworthiness
criteria. Validity was maintained through theoretical triangulation (integrating visual design grammar and
Barthes-ian semiotics), peer debriefing to minimize subjectivity bias, and transparent audit trails throughout the
digital artifact archiving process.
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RESULT

The analysis of 15 digital artifacts on the Instagram platform indicates that the practice of visual representation
of Jalan Tunjungan is dominated by three clusters of actors : official city authorities, communities/lifestyles,
and commercial tourism entities. The findings from the visual text dissection are elaborated based on two
levels of analysis: visual technical structure and cultural signification.

1.1. The Practice of Visual Design Grammar (Micro-Structural)

The analysis utilizing the Grammar of Visual Design reveals systematic and non-neutral patterns of
technical manipulation in constructing historical spaces:

1.1.1. Manipulation of Angle and Social Distance:

Photos or images with nostalgic storylines frequently utilize offer images from an eye-level perspective
and medium social distance to create an illusion of intimacy, inclusivity, and audience participation
as pedestrians. In contrast, to construct the authority and global prestige, content creators use high-
angle (drone camera) and extreme public social distance to provide an illusion of visual superiority
(tourist gaze) over a magnificent and ordered landmark.

1.1.2. Shifts in Salience (Visual Attraction) :

There is a visual compositional struggle between historical and modernity elements. In preservation
narratives, colonial facades illuminated by warm tones (dim yellow lights) are positioned at the
central point as the ideal form. However, in urban lifestyle narratives, modern commercial elements
(such as minimarket neon lights, massive typography, and crowds of youth) overtake the highest
salience, thus suppressing colonial architecture into just a passive background layer.

1.2.  The Construction of the "Modern-Heritage™ Myth (Macro-Cultural)

Findings at the semiotic level demonstrate that the structural elements above operate discursively to
naturalize the primary myth, namely Surabaya as a "Modern-Heritage City". This myth is sustained
by three negotiating ideological pillars :

Visual representations of past architecture often convey more than just static, rigid structures; they
triggers the idea of these spaces as "healing environments." Rather than being seen as the only
historical artifacts, the historic streets are portrayed as emotional places where urban society can find
a place to break, recharge, and rejuvenate. These streets serve as sanctuary in the middle of a stress
of modern metropolitan life. In the end it offers a sense of peace and restoration for those who
exhausted by the city's fast moving pace.

1.2.1. Emotional Ideology (Myth of Nostalgia and Therapeutic Oasis) :

Visual representations of past architecture often tells more than just a stactic, or rigid structures.
they inspire the idea of these spaces as a “healing environments”, rather than being seen only
as a historical artifacts. The historic streets are portrayed as an emotional places where urban
society can find a momentarily break and rejuvenation. These streets serve as calming
landmark or cityscape for the high paced society and stress of modern metropolitan life. Jalan
Tunjungan offers a sense of peace and restoration for it’s people during the rush-hour-day or
daily-high-paced-commuting-life in Surabaya.

1.2.2.Commercial Ideology (Myth of Consumption Showcase) :

The historical value of a place often reffered to as it’s cultural capital, it becomes significant when
it is transformed into a consumable showcase. In this case, Jalan Tunjungan has become the
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fusion of a cyberpunks aesthetics from its vibrant neon lights and contemporary hangout
culture that shapes the perception of the street as an exotic, unique, and consumable space.
Consequently, it turns history into more than a visually appealing rather than only a backdrop
to a city landmark. In the end, it raises concern about the commodification of a cultre where
rich and deep historical narratives risk being oversimplified or exploited for commercial gain.

1.2.3.Social Ideology (Myth of the Spectacle Stage) :

Research findings reveal a dual nature in how this social space functions. On one hand, sidewalks
are portrayed as inclusive, democratic public spaces where social interactions and transactional
activities can occur freely without the influence of economic condition. On the other hand,
during large-scale events and integration of a high-end hospitality tourism, the same area is
transformed into a grand state of spectacle. Here, the street functions as a carefully engineered
showcase a “society of the spectacle” that legitimizes the city’s iconic landscape or image, and
the authority not only on a national scale but also in the global scale or stage.

DISCUSSION

This study demonstrates that the representation of Jalan Tunjungan on Instagram are beyond mere physical
architectural images and documentation. Rather, it functions as a discursive practice that actively constructed
the "Modern-Heritage City" as a myth. Through the integration of visual design grammar and Barthes-ian
semiotics, it is found that technical visual elements are utilized as instruments of symbolic power by various
actors (city authorities, communities, and commercial entities) to negotiate the identity of this public space.

1.3. The Practice of Symbolic Power and Negotiation of Cultural Capital

Referring to Bourdieu's sociological framework, the choices made in visual composition such as the
transitions between offer and demand images, or the deliberate use of high and low camera angles are
not neutral. These technical decisions serve as expressions of symbolic power, shaping, and
controlling the discourse around the question of “who truly owns” Jalan Tunjungan. In digital
representations, colonial architecture is no longer viewed only as a static bricks and mortars. Instead, it
is framed as cultural capital that is continuously contested and renegotiated. This ongoing discursive
battle is particularly visible in the tension between the city authority’s narrative which portrays as
“spectacular spectacle stage” aligning with Guy Debord’s theory of the society of the spectacle.
Finally, the community’s lifestyle narrative reduces historical heritage to an exotic backdrop for
modern urban consumption.

1.4. The Risk of Cultural Commodification and The Instagrammable Gaze

The success of digital actors in combining past heritage narratives with modern capitalism births a
dynamic hybrid identity. Consequently it triggers a massive risk of cultural commodification. Drawing
from John Urry's concept of The Tourist Gaze, which in the digital media era has evolved into The
Instagrammable Gaze. Audiences and content creators are proven to be inclined to consume Jalan
Tunjungan based on superficial visual appeal to satisfy lifestyle expectations. The historical space is
reduced in its functionality to a therapeutic commodity (healing space) and an aesthetic showcase to
actively stimulate and sustain the continuous cycle of consumer engagement and economic
transactional activity. In the end, this visual practice confirms academic concerns that without strong
educational narrative interventions, the depth of authentic historical memory is vulnerable to fading,
as well as being buried and exploited by momentary visual trend attractions.

1.5. Implications for Destination Branding

As an implication of these findings, the sustainability strategy of destination branding for urban heritage
tourism in the digital space can no longer rely on the exploitation of architectural beauty. Stakeholders
and policymakers are obligated to add authentic historical substance into every visual storytelling
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tactic they might implement, so that the preservation of local cultural capital remains authentic and is
not eroded by shallow commercialization.

CONCLUSION

Based on a descriptive-interpretive qualitative analysis of 15 digital artifacts on Instagram, this study concludes
that the destination image of Jalan Tunjungan is no longer defined solely by its physical architectural presence.
Instead, it is actively shaped and constructed through "visual texts" in the digital domain. Meanig production in
this digital domain unfolds through a hierarchical chain of signification. Rather than being static, various actors
use visual storytelling to constantly negotiate various connotative meanings. In the end, this discursive practice
constructed a new myth in the public mind which is the formation of a ‘Modern-Heritage Identity.

In addition, the Grammar of Visual Design serves as a practice of symbolic power. Dominant visual elements,
such as the manipulation of interactive meaning (angles and social distance) and compositional meaning (ideal
real placement and salience framing), are implemented to dominate the discourse. These technical decisions,
which inherently carry certain biases and are not neutral. These are carefuly implemented to frame and present
the local historical heritage.

Furthermore, the presentation serves a dual purpose, it evokes nostalgic feelings among local communities who
have a personal or cultural connection to the heritage, while simultaneously making the heritage-landmark or
cityscape more accessible and appealing to a global audience through an aesthetic lens or Instagram Gaze. In
this way, the heritage is constructed not only as a cultural memory but also as a commodified object for
international appreciation and consumption.

Despite this branding success, our study warns of a severe risk which is cultural commodification. The
authentic history of Jalan Tunjungan could easily turn into just another visual commodity or a fleeting lifestyle
backdrop (society of the spectacle). For destination branding to survive in the long run, policymakers and
creators need to ground their visual aesthetics in real historical narratives. Only by doing so the street's cultural
capital can withstand the heavy wave of superficial digital commercialization.
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