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Elements of Screenology:
Toward an Archaeology of the Screen
“A covered framework, partition, or curtain, either movable or fixed, which serves to
protect from the heat of the sun or of a fire, from rain, wind, or cold, or from other
inconvenience or danger, or to shelter from observation, conceal, shut off the view,
or secure privacy; as, a fire-screen; a folding-screen; a window-screen, etc.; hence,
such a covered framework, curtain, etc., used for some other purpose; as, a screen
upon which images may be cast by a magic lantern; in general, and shelter or means of
concealment.”
Definition of 'screen', The Century Dictionary and Cyclopedia, 1911 (orig. 1889)
An increasing part of our daily lives is spent staring at screens. Some of them, like
cinema screens and Jumbotron-like giant outdoor displays, are located in public
spaces, while others are part of our privacy. Since the mid 20th century, television
screens have become a permanent feature of millions of households around the globe.
Today the forms of “TV culture” may seem homogeneous and even stereotypical. Yet
during the “interfacial invasion” of the television set, the cultural role and even the
“nature” of the TV screen has been constantly changing. It has been effected by
changes in technology, social practices, broadcasting policies and design philosophies,
but also by the addition of new peripherals like videogame consoles, VCR’s, digital
recorders and set top boxes for on-line network communication. Since the late 1970s
the display of the personal computer has began to compete with the TV screen for the
home user’s attention. These two have often been prophesized to merge into a single
convergent multimedia terminal. The traditional distinction between “big screens” and
“small screens”, often thought to coincide with the divide between “public” and
“private”, remains a common scheme in popular accounts of media culture. Yet even
its validity has been questioned by scholars and critics. In her book Ambient Television,
Anna McCarthy points out that associating the TV set merely with the domestic
context is misleading.1 TV screens, both large and small, have long and manifold
histories in all kinds of public spaces, as well as in various intermediate spaces. A
design for the automobile of the future would by unthinkable without the presence of
a whole variety of different screens.2
An even better example of the need to revise existing ideas about the cultural role of
screens is provided by the growing importance of personal nomadic mobile screens.
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Devices like cell phones, portable game consoles, PDA’s (personal digital assistants)
and camcorders with their foldout liquid crystal displays do not fit easily within
existing schemes. Their tiny screens are much smaller than those of normal television
sets or personal computers. As portables they constantly cross the threshold
between private and public, going where their users go, entering and leaving homes,
cafes and offices, transported from place to place in technological prostheses - cars,
trains, and intercontinental jets (the jets, of course, offer a variety of screens as well).
The miniaturized screens display huge amounts of rapidly changing images, graphics
and text. In spite of their minuscule size, they are often further divided into “software
screens”. An intuitive, almost real-time relationship develops between the user’s
fingers and the streams of data traversing one’s palm. Handheld devices are personal,
attached to the body of the user like clothing, jewellery or a wallet (essentially a notech multimedia center with photographs, phone numbers, credit cards, etc.). While
we leave our TV sets and PlayStations behind from time to time, the portable small
screens have become permanent extentions of the user-owner’s body. Even smaller
screens are constantly being developed and implemented into ultra-slim digital
cameras, cell phones, wrist-TVs, tele-jewellery and other devices.3
As the importance of screens in contemporary media practices increases, the task of
understanding their cultural roles becomes urgent. Yet in addition to their present
manifestations, we also need to understand their earlier forms and the ways in which
they have developed. I would like to propose the creation of a new field of research
which would be called “screenology”. It would be a specific branch within media
studies focusing on screens as “information surfaces”. The focus should not be only
on screens as designed artefacts, but also on their uses, their intermedial relations
with other cultural forms and on the discourses that have enveloped them in different
times and places. Some useful groundwork, illuminating various aspects of screens,
has already been done. This includes the theories on the cinematic apparatus, Charles
Musser’s investigations of early cinema within the “history of screen practice”,
Siegfried Zielinski's media archaeological research on the historical dialectic between
cinema and television, Margaret Morse’s work on TV screens as gateways into virtual
realities, David Morley’s anthropology of the television set and Lev Manovich's studies
on the genealogy of the computer screen.4 Additional insights may be found from
theories of visual culture, particularly from texts dealing with visual representation
and the cultural contextualisation of images. Screenology would be a way of relating
different types of screens to each other and assessing their significance within
changing cultural, social and ideological frames of reference.
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This article argues that the meaning of the screens in contemporary media culture
cannot be fully grasped without exploring their antecedents and (re-)placing these
within the contexts of their own times. The approach is media-archaeological.5 As
applied here, media archaeology purports to show that from behind phenomena that
may at first look seem unprecedented and futuristic we often find patterns and
schemata that have appeared in earlier contexts. Accordingly, the discourses on
screens often evoke topics and formulas that derive from existing cultural repertories
(although this may not always be evident to the cultural subjects themselves). The
trajectories of screens as realized artefacts and as discursive manifestations do not
always coincide. It might be claimed that screens as discursive notions sometimes
anticipate their practical realization, although antipations are not always fulfilled as
expected. Seen from such a perspective, “screen” is a complex cultural phenomenon
that avoids easy generalization. Media archaeology can help tracing its outlines and its
layered historical manifestations. By excavating the past, media archaeology also sheds
light on the present. It does not aim to belittle the evident cultural changes brought
about by social and cultural phenomena like the massive use of cell phones or the
emergence of electronic gaming. Yet, uncritical emphasis on novelty and innovation
may also be misleading. By mapping phenomena claimed to be “without precedent”
within wider cultural frames of reference we may be able to penetrate beyond
marketing slogans and clichés perpeatuated by popular media. Identifying the
conventional and the inherited also helps us appreciate true innovation and originality.
I will first explore the etymology of the word “screen”, outlining the migration of its
meanings. I will then briefly explore the emergence of public screen practices, such as
the Phantasmagoria and the magic lantern show. After this I will concentrate at length
on the archaeology of the “small screen”, excavating the various ways and forms in
which it entered the domestic sphere. Finally, I will provide some preliminary
thoughts toward an archaeology of mobile screens. The discussions are not meant as
the final word about the topic. Rather, I am offering a series of speculations supported
by historical evidence. The nature of the investigation is largely iconographical - I will
excavate manifestations of the screen as they appear in visual representations, and
match them up with other types of sources. The approach is justified by the lack of
literary sources on many of the issues I am dealing with. For a short study, some
omissions have been unavoidable. Certain issues, like the habit of framing still images
and displaying them both in private and in public contexts, have been treated only in
passing. Although the historical imaginary around the display of paintings contains
instances of images that “come alive” and even communicate with human subjects, I
have chosen to concentrate here on “proto-screens” that are more closely connected
to technological developments. I will not limit my investigation to material things.
Following the path taken by cultural historians like Walter Benjamin, Wolfgang
Schievelbusch and Carolyn Marvin, I consider imaginary and discursive manifestations
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of culture as real and important as materialized ones.6 The history of the screen
fluctuates between the imagination and the world of things. As gateways to displaying
and exchanging information, screens are situated in the liminal zone between the
material and the immaterial, the real and the virtual.
“Screen”: Etymologies and Semantic Shifts
Tentatively defining a screen as an “information surface” is deliberately vague.
Although screens are two-dimensional surfaces, they often give us an impression of a
three-dimensional reality somehow accessible through the screen. Screens are also
framed, which metaphorically associates them with paintings or windows - a screen is
often conceived as a kind of virtual window opening to a mediated realm. As Vilem
Flusser has remarked, screens also have some characteristics of the door - they let us
“enter” the realm they depict.7 This is particularly the case with interactive screens,
but applies more metaphorically to other situations too. Lev Manovich has made a
historical classification of three types of screens: (1) the classical screen that “displays
a static, permanent image” (a framed painting, for example), (2) the dynamic screen
which “displays a moving image of the past” (as the cinema screen) and (3) the realtime screen, which “shows the present” (obviously meaning the TV screen, the radar
screen and the computer screen).8 Manovich’s classification is confusing. In another
place he claims that the dynamic screen “is the screen of cinema, television, video”.
Yet the television screen is basically a “real-time screen”, although it may also display
“moving images of the past” (so does the computer screen).9 Manovich’s discussion of
the history of the screen is too schematic, and invites counter-arguments. Defining
the classical screen as “a flat, rectangular surface” by-passes the fact that many
paintings have been displayed in round or oval frames.10 What about oval miniature
portraits? What about multiple ways of framing and displaying photographs? Claiming
that the “proportions [of different types of screens] have not changed in five
centuries; they are similar for a typical fifteenth-century painting, a film screen, and a
computer screen” is also problematic.11 Such generalizations are hard to accept in the
light of historical evidence. Screens have been constantly changing and redefined as
part of different cultural apparata. What constitutes “typical” anyway? Is the “typical”
film screen that of the 1930s sound film era, or the wide angle screen of today’s
cinemas? The meanings of “typical” are context specific, not universal. The genealogy
of the screen is much more complex than the version Manovich has presented.
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According to the Oxford English Dictionary, the foremost authority on the history of the
English vocabulary, the word “screen” first appears in texts from the 14th and the
15th centuries, although its etymology remains “difficult”.12 In the 16th century, and
probably earlier, it was used to refer to a “contrivance for warding off the heat of fire
or a draught of air”. The screen meant usually a floor-standing piece of furniture,
consisting of a sheet of lighter, often translucent material (paper, some kind of fabric,
etc.) stretched on a wooden frame (or a series of connected, folding frames). There
were also smaller handheld versions for ladies; a text from 1548 speaks about “Two
litle Skrenes of silke to hold against the fier”.13 In addition to their main purpose,
decorated hand-screens were -- like fans -- also objects of fashion, aesthetic pleasure,
and erotic play. Veiling one’s face behind a hand-screen incited desire and curiosity,
like a mask; hiding and revealing were undistinguishable aspects of this “screen-play”.
Gradually screens gained new connotations. In addition to natural elements, they
were meant to protect the user from “other inconvenience or danger, or to shelter
from observation, conceal, shut off the view, or secure privacy”, as the Century
Dictionary and Cyclopedia (1911, orig. 1889) summarized.14 Whether from heat, cold
or a gaze, the screen was a surface that protected by creating a barrier against
something unconfortable or intruding.
In the 19th century, and probably even earlier, the word “screen” gained meanings
that anticipated its uses as a means of displaying and transmitting information. The
earliest such reference recorded in the Oxford English Dictionary is from 1810: “To
make Transparent Screens for the Exhibition of the Phantasmagoria”.15 This
represents a shift from the domestic sphere of furniture and personal accessories to
the world of public entertainment. In the Phantasmagoria show that originated in the
1790s and remained popular for decades, the audience was presented images, many of
them depicting monsters, ghosts and apparitions, projected on a semi-transparent
screen. The figures seemed to grow or diminish dynamically. The trick was realized by
using wheel-mounted magic lanterns (“fantascopes”) that were pushed forward or
pulled backward along rails behind the screen. The apparations dashed upon the
audience that was kept in the dark and either ignored the presence of the screen or
pretended not being aware of it.16 The invisibility of the screen, which was often
achieved by making it wet, was meant to dissolve the boundary between the reality of
the auditorium space and the world of fantasy and occult penetrating into it. The
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screen served as a veil, hiding the secret tricks and the machinery used to conjure
them up. The faint beam of the “fantascope”, like the flames flickering behind a fire
screen, became occasionally accidentally visible, hinting at a possible rational
explanation. Yet instead of protecting the spectators from the uncanny secrets behind
it, the screen was turned into a gateway for an uncanny attack on them.
Phantasmagoria thus utilized the dual operation of hiding and revealing, of seducing
and rewarding. This anticipated the “logic of attraction”, so central to the world of
19th century entertainments.17
What Constitutes the History of “Screen Practice”?
Although the word “screen” may not have been used about public projections before
1810 (at present we don’t know for sure), the phenomenon labelled by Charles
Musser as “the history of screen practice” certainly existed earlier.18 Musser used the
notion to place the emerging silent cinema into a continuum of preceding spectacles
involving images projected on a screen. More specifically, he referred to the “magic
lantern tradition in which showmen displayed images on a screen accompanying them
with voice, music, and sound effects.”19 Magic lantern shows had been organized since
the second half of the 17th century.20 Unlike Phantasmagoria, part of this tradition,
most early shows made no effort to hide the lantern, the lanternist or the screen.
This becomes clear from the rich iconography of lantern projections, collected by
David Robinson.21 Early lantern shows, often given by itinerant lanternists in private
homes, had an intimate quality. The audience frequently gathered around the
lanternist. The shows were essentially storytelling events illustrated by images and
accompanied by a hurdy-gurdy or some other musical instrument.
The hand-painted images were projected either on a blank wall or on a piece of white
cloth serving as a screen. The size of the projected images seems to have been fairly
small, although the lanternists tried to maximize it. They had to find the optimal
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distance: placing the lantern too far from the screen would have enlarged the
projection but resulted in a faint image. Judged from the existing visual evidence, the
lantern often stood fairly close to the screen - brightness was more important than
large size. This was necessitated by technical limitations, particularly the weakness of
the available light sources (until late 18th century only candles or simple mineral oil
lamps were used). This situation also partly explains the position of the spectators.
They had to remain close to be able to perceive the images well and to hear the
lanternist’s interpretations.22 This arrangement also emphasized the role of the
lantern itself. The visible presence of the “box” from which the pictures emanated -whether interpreted as a magic object or a rational contrivance -- must have been an
essential part of the attraction.
Since the early 19th century, the emergence of the “big screen” can be traced fairly
accurately. Well before the middle of the century formulations like [the] "[m]agic
lantern is a species of lucernal microscope, its object being to obtain an enlargened
representation of figures, on a screen in a darkened room" had become quite
common.23 Particularly during the second half of the century, the magic lantern show
became increasingly sophisticated, attracting much larger crowds than before.
Reflecting its growing (but, in the end, short-lived) social and cultural prominence as a
public educational entertainment, the size of the projection screen and that of the
projected image grew larger.24 This was partly made possible by technical
improvements, better optics and new powerful illuminants (oxy-hydrogen limelight,
electric carbon-arc).25 Parallel to this development, simple magic lanterns became
widely available for the middle and upper class consumers, providing one of the early
signs of the beginning invasion of media technology to the home. The commodification
of the magic lantern stripped it off some of its mystery, yet its cultural and social
impact in the home remained limited. It was essentially a toy for projecting fairy tales
and comic episodes. Adventurous external design became more important that the
quality of projection. The projected image remained small and faint, establishing an
unintentional link to the projections of the old days.
During the second half of the century the success of the professional magic lantern
show established a model for screen practice that early film culture could utilize on its
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way to becoming a cinema-centered industrial entertainment. With this process, the
word “screen” became firmly associated with film projection, reflecting the victory of
projected moving images against other alternatives, such as the idea of viewing films in
peep show machines, Kinetoscopes and Mutoscopes. By 1910 the word had come to
be used metonymically, meaning the film culture itself, and often written with capital
letters: The Screen. That year the Moving Picture World wrote that "people like to see
on the screen what they read about", referring to their filmic preferences. When a
certain Mrs. P. Campbell stated in 1920 that she felt "much too aged for Eliza on the
Screen", she referred to acting in the movies, working for the film industry.26 Later,
words like "Big" or “Silver” came to be added in front of "Screen", perhaps expressing
the triumphant self-confidence of the industry, perhaps functioning as a “screen”
against more recent audiovisual intruders. The expression “Big Screen” may date from
the 1950s, when the television emerged as a serious competitor to the cinema and
the film industry introduced new large screen formats (Cinerama, Todd-AO,
Cinemascope) as a defensive move, but it may also be later, associated with the
proliferation of “small screens”. I have not been able to establish this fact with
certainty.
In spite of its usefulness, Musser’s way of using the concept screen practice also limits
its scope. Looking back from the vantage point of early cinema leads Musser to omit
traditions and forms that cannot be directly linked with the lineage of projecting of
films as a public spectacle, but that had nevertheless an established position in the
world of public spectacle.27 The moving panorama, for example, enjoyed widespread
popularity, often competing for audiences with the magic lantern show.28 It was not a
projection-based form, at least not primarily (back-projected elements could used as a
“special effect” as in the tradition of the Phantasmagoria). The moving panorama was a
large and very long painting that was wound in front of the audience from one vertical
roller to another. It was usually “framed”, either by the proscenium or by pieces of
canvas masking the front part of the hall. A lecturer stood next to the moving painting
explaining it to the audience sitting opposite the painting in the auditorium. Music and
sound effects were also used. In spite of evident technical and aesthetic differences,
the viewing situation had many similarities with the magic lantern show. As travelling
media experiences both shows were often presented in the same venues from local
opera houses to churches. From a cultural point of view the moving panorama was a
form of “screen practice”.
Musser also excludes the shadow theatre, the most ancien and geographically the
most widely known of all screen practices. Forms of the shadow theatre evolved in
Asia from India and Indonesia to China and Japan hundreds of years ago. Theese
traditions had matured long before they were introduced in Europe in the late 17th
century.29 Although technically a live performance, the shadow theatre qualifies as a
26
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screen practice: the audience sits in front of the screen, while the performers operate
the shadow puppets behind it, between the screen and the light source.30 The
spectators are normally allowed to see the moving shadows on the screen, not the
“machinery” animating them.31 This recalls the arrangement of the Phantasmagoria.
Indeed, as David Brewster reminded us, in his original Phantasmagoria, EtienneGaspard Robertson mixed features of the magic lantern and the shadow show by
introducing “along with his pictures the direct shadows of living objects, which
imitated coarsely the appearance of those objects in a dark night or in moonlight”.32
Similarly, the Japanese Utsushi-e tradition, which began in the early 19th century
(nearly simultaneously with the heyday of Phantasmagoria in the West) was an
intricate mixture of elements from shadow theatre, the magic lantern show and
popular story-telling.33
For an archaeology of the screen the shadow theatre is interesting not only as a very
widespread public spectacle, but also as a phenomenon that easily crossed the
boundary between the public and the private, particularly in the West. Miniature
shadow theatres were marketed for domestic use in Europe from the late 18th
century on, yet shadow shows could easily also be enacted without any dedicated
equipment, by projecting hand shadows on the wall, and perhaps by turning a
translucent fire screen into a site for visual storytelling34 The tradition of hand
shadows as a popular pastime has been documented in numerous 19th century
manuals for home entertainments and several widely distributed prints. Reversing the
customary trajectory from public to private, Ombromanie, the art of hand shadows,
became a popular stage entertainment in the late 19th century.35 In one of those cases
that literally begs to be assigned symbolic significance, Félicien Trewey, the most well
known of the Ombromanes, became a manager for Lumière brothers, the French film
pioneers. Rapidly switching from one form of screen practice to another, he became
the Lumiere’s manager in England, now promoting their invention, Le
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Cinématographe.36 Many magic lantern showmen made a transition equally smoothy,
incorporating cinematographic films into their repertories of lantern slides. Early “film
shows” were often hybrids of these two forms, held together by the logic of screen
practice.
The “Small Screen”: the Origins
The origin of the “small screen”, particularly if we refuse to consider the television
screen as its “natural” starting point, is an intricate media archaeological issue. Is it,
for example, possible to establish a link between domestic fire screens and the later
media screens? At first their functions seem quite different. Yet it may not be totally
irrelevant to note that from the early times fire screens were often embellished with
ornaments and even with pictures. Particularly during the Victorian era the large
folding screens used in the homes of the bourgeoisie to divide spaces (and to serve as
fire screens as well), were often covered with printed scraps, colored lithographs and
other types of mass-produced images.37 They became veritable collages, bringing into
mind the countless "scrap books" created by women and children in their spare
time.38 Although the images pasted on the screens served a decorative function, they
also became celebrations of the enormous changes taking place within the “regime of
the visible”. The fields of unrelated and overlapping images that covered these screens
were an expression of a new visual culture in the making. They were naive reflections
of the frenzy of images made possible by photographic reproduction and new printing
techniques. The habit of decorating screens with mass-produced images was so
common that cultural critics became concerned about their negative impact on “good
taste” (a concern later voiced about the impact of television). Mediocre artworks
were sometimes contemptuously compared with such screens.
Victorian decorated screens can be considered “information surfaces” only indirectly,
with the help of retrospective cultural theorizing. The information they may have
transmitted had been filtered and modified through the ideology of domestic pastime
activities. As part of the horror vacui of the Victorian home the screens merged with
other elements of the interior rather than stood out from it. The images pasted on
them were opaque, which associated them with other textured surfaces, like the
fabrics covering the furniture or wallpaper. Yet, it should be noted that screens were
also used for displaying translucent images since the late 18th century, in settings that
36

Maxim Gorki’s well known account of his first experience of the Cinematographe (“Today, I was in
the kingdom of shadows”), could perhaps be read against the popularity of the shadow theatre. Gorki’s
text has been reproduced in Colin Harding and Simon Popple: In the Kingdom of Shadows. A
Companion to Early Cinema, London: Cygnus Arts & Fairleigh Dickinson University Press, 1996.
37 In the 19th century the word screen was also used to refer to upright frames in which photographs
were displayed, both in private houses and public exhibitions. In 1888 a person wrote about "some of
the most delightful panel screens for photographs I ever set eyes on". See Oxford English Dictionary,
vol XIV, "screen". In Japan, separate sheets of images constituting visual narratives were often attached
to folding screens already in the Edo era (before 1868). This turned them into veritable information
surfaces that would deserve a separate study.
38 It would be tempting to relate this to the contemporary habit of covering the door of the
refrigerator with postcards, photos, notes and little magnets. Little research has been done of the
iconography of such “imaged” refrigerators. It would be interesting to know if the combinations are
arbitrary or part of some kind of an iconographic program.

anticipated the role of media screens. "Moonlight transparencies" and "diaphanoramas"
were translucent paintings mounted in vertical wooden frames standing on the floor
or placed on the table.39 When illuminated from behind, the views began to glow in
brilliant colours. Another form of translucent image that became popular in the 19th
century was the lithophane. Lithophanes were porcellain plates that contained scenes
“imprinted” on them. When lighted from behind, the almost invisible scenes became
visible in remarkable three-dimensional detail. Although lithophane plates were used
for decorative purposes as window embellishments (occupying the position
traditionally reserved for stained glass), lamp shades and side panels for tea warmers,
they were also mounted in ornate wooden or metallic viewing frames, with a candle
at the back. Great numbers of lithophanes, often depicting romantic genre scenes,
were available either as separate plates or as series making up visual narratives.40
Beside their evident decorative function, the lithophane viewers also anticipated
certain features of the “virtual windows” of the future. Compared with the moonlight
transparencies, they introduced a new principle: the separation between “hardware”
and “software”. Instead of diplaying one permanent view, the images could be easily
changed. Before they could be enjoyed, they had to be “switched on” by lighting a
candle behind them. Placed in display frames they opened a new channel for visual
experience, becoming a permanent feature of the bourgeois domestic interior. The
flame flickering behind the panel not only made the image visible and distinct, it also
made it “live”. Tempting as such arguments may be, both moonlight transparencies and
lithophanes have limited relevance as precedents to the later media screens. After all,
they were primarily a form of decoration and interior design. In the 19th century, the
fashion for panoramic wallpaper transformed the saloon in a slightly more radical
manner. The interior could be turned into a simulated exterior complete with trees,
houses and painted birds frozen in mid-air. With this vogue the issue of the screen
temporarily retreated to the background - the inhabitants were as if permanently
living in a virtual environment; the sense of the frame had disappeared. However, after
the novelty value had dissipated, the static nature and the constant presence of the
panoramic interior probably de-emphasized its role as a “virtual reality” and brought it
back to the realm of interior decoration. Although not totally unrelated, it would be
an exaggeration to define a living room decorated with illusionistic panoramic
wallpaper as a “19th century holodeck”.
Peeping, the Body, and the Social
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German painters Georg Melchior Kraus and Franz Niklaus König were well-known creators of such
transparencies. See Sehsucht. Das Panorama als Massenunterhaltung des 19. Jahrhunderts, Bonn: Kunstund Ausstellungshalle der Bundesrepublik Deutschland & Stroemfeld/Roter Stern, 1993, 198-199. See
also Birgit Verwiebe: Lichtspiele. Vom Mondscheintransparent zum Diorama, Stuttgart: Füsslin Verlag,
1997. Transparencies were also displayed publicly in large size as part of different festivities. The
connection with theatrical scene painting is obvious, but the issue cannot be elaborated on here. The
massive wooden display case the König used to show his transparencies for visitors or prospective
buyers looks much like a large floor-standing television set of the future. See: Andreas Blühm & Louise
Lippincott: Light! The Industrial Age 1750-1900. Art & Science, Technology & Society, New York:
Thames & Hudson, 2001, p.97.
40 There were also tiny erotic lithophanes that were kept in small pocket cases, and held out against the
light only intermittently in appropriate circumstances.

The “proto-screens” analysed so far provided new surfaces for images in the home.
These images were different from the customary paintings and prints hanging on the
walls. They represented a beginning shift from images as decoration to images as the
center of attention. Since the middle of the 18th century we also discover devices that
could be characterized as proper “media machines” for the home, meant for the
consumption of views produced for the purpose by professional printmakers. Within
the domestic sphere, such devices first made their appearance among the privileged
classes, giving an expression to their tastes and desires. Yet it is important to note
that already before entering the saloon such devices seem to have been used as public
entertainments appealing to a different audience. From the 18th century on, the
dynamic relationship between the public and the private use of such apparata begins to
characterize their cultural meaning.
These devices did not have a “screen” in the sense of the television screen. The most
common principle of “interfacing” users with the viewing machine was that of peeping.
The views were hidden inside a box, and to access them one had to glue one’s eye(s)
to an opening provided with a magnifying lens.41 Illumination was provided by candles
or by opening and closing “doors” at the sides of the box. The display of curiosities in
such a manner in itinerant peep shows (also known as the “Raree Show”) was
obviously based on economic calculation.42 Almost anything could be made attractive
by initially disguising it from the gaze and preparing the experience by verbal promises,
hints and suggestions. A coin provided the means to satisfy these artificially created
expectations. In addition to appealing to people’s “natural” curiosity, the peep show
exploited the growing tension between the relative visual poverty of most people’s
environments and the “opening of the world” as a result of the voyages of discovery,
new inventions, emerging capitalism and the ideas of the Enlightenment. The showmen
attracted viewers by visuals impressions of sensational topics such as the wonders of
China, famous palaces, battlegrounds, or the devastation caused by the Lisbon
earthquake. By both creating and exploiting desires, and satisfying them for money,
the peep show submitted itself to the logic of attraction. It was a “penny business” its financial prospects were steady but limited.
The sheer variety of peep devices - from the large peepshow boxes for public viewing
to tiny paper toys, alabaster “peep eggs” and “stanhopes” -- as well as their
considerable influence on the cultural imagination of the 18th and the 19th centuries
warrants many questions. Why did peeping into a hole, rather than observing a larger
“window”, come to dominate? Why was the individual viewing act given preference
over the collective experience? What was the phenomenological significance of
peeping?43 Did it express a desire to broaden or, rather, to limit one’s field of vision?
To extrapolate from late 20th century theories of virtual reality, how was the
41

For a general history, see Richard Balzer: Peepshows. A Visual History, New York: Harry N.
Abrams, 1998. The origins of peepshow boxes seem to go back to the Renaissance experiments with
perspective. In the 17th century savants like Traber and Kircher described different models in their
works. In Hollard, “perspective boxes”, containing illusionistic painted surfaces and mirrors were
produced by van Hoogstraaten and others. These may have provided one model for the boxes used by
itinerant showmen.
42 There is a huge literature on the history of curiosities and curiosity cabinets. For a recent overview,
see Stafford and Terpak, op.cit.
43 I will exclude psychoanalytical analyses of peeping from my article, and concentrate on its cultural and
social implications.

viewer’s body involved? Was the act of peeping an effort to escape from the body’s
physical confines by fleeting to some immaterial mode of existence? Or was it
something else? Answers to these questions are necessarily speculative. There are
few texts that would provide as clue about the contemporaries’ perspective. Although
there are many prints showing people peering into peepshow devices, they rarely
reveal what could be seen behind the lenses. It could be claimed that the persistence
of the act of peeping was a symptom of an emerging sense of individuality, an effort to
find at least a temporary outlet from the oppressive confines of the collective social
existence. Yet such an interpretation might not bear the weight of evidence. In
illustrations from the 18th and early 19th centuries individuals are rarely shown alone
with the peep box - they are surrounded by others. To peer into the viewing holes on
a market square people had to take turns. Yet the peepers are always surrounded by a
crowd, obviously making noise and probably commenting on the seen.44 The
showman adds his own stories and suggestions. Any sense of “deep immersion”
would have been disturbed by the viewing context. Also, because the act of viewing
was based on a financial contract, each view could be observed only for a short
moment.
The social role of the peep show as a street entertainment, as well as the structure of
the viewing box itself, made physical contact unavoidable, emphasizing rather than
effacing the body. At fairs and public festivities, the peepshow provided an occasion
for a temporary transgression from the usual normative behaviour, bringing the
bodies of the opposite sexes close to each other. The distance between the peeping
holes at the front of the large boxes was short. They were sometimes placed in two
rows one above the other - the upper ones for grown-ups and the lower ones for
children. Contemporary prints show the peepers literally squeezed against each
other.45 The genders and ages of the viewers were mixed. Judging from the existing
iconographical evidence, the number of women and children among the peepers
seems prominent.46 This might imply that the peep show was considered a feminine
and perhaps even an “infantile” form, appropriate for women and children as a
momentary outlet from the world dominated by men. Until the late 19th century,
there are few traces referring to any erotic content inside the boxes, an issue we
almost automatically connect with the word “peepshow”. What about men? Like
women and children, they are shown peering into the holes. Yet they are also often
seen trying to assert their power by standing behind the female peepers as escorts, or
going even further: in an often repeated motive (or topos) a man attempts to kiss a
beautiful girl, who has been left momentarily unguarded behind the back of her
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In this sense the difference between a magic lantern show and the experience of the peep show may
have had some similarities, although both the viewing contexts and the apparata were of course quite
different.
45 I have verified this experimentally with some colleagues, using on of the large 18th century forur
hole peepshow boxes at the Film Museum in Torino, Italy as the test case. Public peepshows may have
played a role in spreading contagious diseases, or at least fears of it. I have not yet found any early
sources raising with this issue, but it became well known in early 20th century with the emergence of
kinetoscope parlors and nickelodeons. See Lary May: Screening the Past.....
46 This can of course be a partial illusion caused by the nature of the evidence. Women and children
may have been more pictoresque subjects for paintings and prints than men. The dominance of women
and children may also have something to do with iconographic traditions: models for new works were
provided be earlier works, rather than actual live models and scenes.

mother, bent over the peephole.47 When men themselves are shown peeping, they
are often depicted in a satirical manner as victims, for example falling prey for
pickpockets (sometimes presented as symbolic personifications of politicians or tax
officials). Instead of enhancing it, peeping into the box seems to question the man’s
mastery over the surrounding material world. This motive migrated to the imaginaries
around the stereoscope and the Mutoscope, later forms of the peepshow. In a
revealing French cartoon from 1910, the scene showing a pickpocket emptying a male
peeper’s pockets is clearly invested with latent homosexual overtones.48 The peeper
experiences the pickpocket’s touches as erotic, and the position of the male bodies
suggests an anal intercourse.
Peepshows, Zograscopes and Privacy
Regrettably, beside some prints, we have little direct evidence about the use of peep
show boxes in private settings. They were most likely often used primarily as playtoys
and pastime novelties and only secondarily as sources of information and
enlightenment. For the domestic user, the act of peering into the lens of a handsomely
decorated pyramid-shaped viewing box may have served as a playful enactment of
public spectacles.49 The domestic devices were smaller and their mechanisms simpler
than those exploited in public spaces. Still, they often allowed the user to simulate the
effects performed by professional showmen. The views could be changed in
succession and the day could be made to turn into night by manipulating the direction
of the light falling on the view. Because of social stratification and segmentation, it is
thinkable that the upper class users, particularly women and children, had never had
direct experience about the “vulgar” peepshows on the streets and market places.
They knew these shows indirectly through representations - narratives, prints,
tapestries and porcelain figurines about the life of the “common people”. The use of
the peepshow box in the saloon would then be interpreted as a distanced and
nostalgic ritualistic re-enactment of the rituals of folk culture. Interestingly, the views
used in the street shows and in the saloons often came from the same printers who
often sold thousands of copies; the “software” was the same, only the contexts were
different.
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This motive (or “topos”) travels from the late 18th century peepshow to the visual discourses about
the stereograph in the second half of the 19th century. The man stealing the kiss is now often depicted
as a door-to-door salesman for stereoscopic photograph, acting behind the back of the husband
looking into the stereoscope.
48 Reproduced in Stephen Bottomore: I Want to See this Annie Mattygraph. A Cartoon History of the
Coming of the Movies, Pordenone: Le giornate del cinema muto, 1995, p.42. The peeper says: “When I
see a naked woman, I can almost feel her caresses.” On the same page there is a much tamer British
variation of the same motive from the same year (two months later). The caption says: “Jones (looking
into animated - picture machine): Oh, I say, that’s funny - ha, ha! A chap having his pocket picket - ha,
ha!”. Bottomore’s book also contains several other examples of cartoons about problems staring into
a peep show machine causes for men.
49 The popular Polyorama panoptique, invented by the optician Lefort in Paris in 1849, has often been
thought of as having been inspired by the Diorama, a large scale visual spectacle launched by Daguerre
and Bouton in 1822. The “Dioramic effects” were in essence magnified and elaborated versions of
those transformations effected with the professional peep show boxes already in the 18th century. The
Polyorama panoptique was probably influenced by both these traditions. See Mannoni, op.cit., p.180.

While the audience on the streets was dependent on the choices made by the
professional showman, the upper class home user could playfully alternate between
the roles of the showman and that of the audience.50 The domestic peep boxes may
have been visual curiosities and toys rather than serious “media machines”; yet their
influence should not be underestimated. The possibility to manipulate the device
manually by the viewer is important. Its smaller size contributed to its re-definition as
a personal “media machine” - it was subordinated to the intentions and the will of the
user rather than vice versa.51 At the same time it invited social interaction among
users who more or less shared the same value system. Particularly in the 19th
century, instructions for building optical devices and drawing images for them were
published in periodicals and manuals for educational parlor entertainments. All this
prepared the ground for later media machines used at home, including, much later, the
personal computer. Long after the itinerant peepshows had disappeared from the
streets and market places, the tradition lived on in children’s rooms in the form of
“Polyorama Panoptiques”, stereoscopes and eventually the View-Master. The
peepshow also became a motive often evoked in literary traditions, including
children’s books, with nostalgic undertones. In this sense its discursive career was
paralleled with that of the magic lantern.
While the eroticism of the public peeping seems to have been more latent than actual,
at least until the late 19th century, it became more explicit in the discourses around
domestic viewing. This was reflected in prints, as well as in the wide supply of
“secret” erotic objects for peeping. Among the interesting early traces highlighting
this issue it is worth referring to a late 18th century print titled “L’Optique”. It
depicts two girls using a vertical peep show box provided with a lens and an angled
mirror on top.52 Through the lens the peeper is supposed to view a print placed
horisontally in the lower part of the device. In this case, a crucial change has taken
place: instead of the usual “vue d’optique”, the girl gazing into the lens sees a different
kind of “landscape”: a young man’s bare bottom! The young man hiding behind the box
has secretly removed the views and replaced them with his exposed private parts.
While one of the young ladies stares at the sight in obvious astonishment, the other
turns away. Through an obscene trick, the body has optically re-entered the visual
field usually reserved (at least in theory) for out-of-body experiences, even in realtime. This corporeal shock treatment destroys any illusion of an “immaterial” visual
world within the feminine confines of the peepshow box. The exposed male body has
returned the female peepers within the regime of the Masculine in a brutal manner.
Interestingly, the caption to the print speculates on the correct mode of behaviour:
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Like other kind of optical toys, small peepshows were also created at home as a good and
educational pastime. In the author’s collection there is a fabulous home-made “accordeon peep-show”,
innovatively decorated by Victorian scraps. Such peep shows contain no box; instead they fold together
like the bellows of an accordion; thus the name.
51 The fascination with “hands-on” access to domestic media machines runs from this kind of devices
via 19th century “philosophical toys” to today’s videogame consoles. Although according to this logic
“eBooks”, electronic devices simulation a paper book, should have been a success. In spite of many
attempts, they have so far failed rather miserably.
52 Engraving by J. Henriquez, after F. Eisen the Elder. À Paris chez Buldet, rue de Gèvres. Reproduced in
Laurent Mannoni: Trois siècles de cinéma: de la lanterne magique au Cinématographe, Paris: Editions de
la Réunion des musées nationaux, 1995, p.54. The original French text is as follows: “Nicolle observe et
son oeil curieux, / À ce qu’il voit près sans malice, / Mais Aglaé fuit d’un air furieux, / Juge Lecteur,
quelle est la plus novice”.

which of the girls behaves properly, the one who turns away or the one who keeps
on staring?
Parallel with the peepshow box, another device gained ground. Introduced around
1750, it was known by many names: “zograscope”, “l’optique”, “diagonal optical
machine”, etc..53 Technically it was a combination of a round magnifying lens and an
adjustable square mirror behind it, both fixed on a vertical wooden table stand.
Viewed with this device the widely available perspective prints (or “Vues d’Optique”)
were magnified and their perspective effect enhanced. This was achieved by
simultaneously lengthening the physical distance to the print (placed flat on the table
behind the device) and shortening it optically - the eyes of the viewer “travelled” into
the depth of the print. Erin C. Blake has recently proposed that this device is actually a
neglected predecessor to the stereoscope, which was invented only in the 19th
century. According to her view, supported by some contempory texts, the
lens/mirror combination not only enhances the depth illusion of the perspective print,
but causes an actual physiological transformation in the viewer’s mind: the viewer
perceives the print as an illusionary 3-D environment. For the critical discourse on
visual culture this argument is tempting, because it would potentially force us to
rewrite much of the theory concerning the discoveries of the early 19th century
physiology of vision and their consequences to the emergence of modernism.54 The
effect is, however, very slight, as I have concluded after testing it with several original
zograscopes and numerous perspective prints. Although the 18th century viewers may
have experienced it differently, the effect now feels more like an optical enhancement
rather than a genuine physiological-optical transformation of the original source. On
the contrary, the 3-D effect achieved by the stereoscope is equally effective today as it
was in the 1850s.
For us the most interesting aspect of the zograscope is its relationship to the
peepshow box.55 Indeed, technically it could be characterized as a peepshow without
the box. The relationship between the lens, the mirror and the print is similar to that
found in the upright peepshow boxes (like the one in the print analysed above). The
effect, however, is quite different, as Jean-Jacques Rousseau observed. Laurent
Mannoni has located a letter by Rousseau (December 20, 1764), in which this
expresses his disappointment about the zograscope, still a relative novelty at the time.
Rousseau was bothered by the light the falls on the print from all directions by the fact
that the openness of the structure lets the immediate surroundings around the print
remain visible.56 For Rousseau the proto-Romantic, the solution to the problem was
the peepshow box (in French, “bôite d’optique”) that contains the print in its
darkened interior and allows the amount and direction of the light let inside be
controlled precisely (from the backside of the box). As Rousseau’s letter
53

For an informed discussion about its principles and those of the vues d’optique, see Kees
Kaldenbach: “Perspective Views”, available on-line at
http://www.xs4all.nl/~kalden/auth/perspectiveviews.htm (originally published in Print Quarterly, June
1995).
54 I am referring to the extensive debate inspired by the publication of Jonathan Crary’s Techniques of
the Observer, Cambridge, Mass: The MIT Press, 1991.
55 While the peepshow box existed both as versions for private and public consumption, the
zograscope was clearly a device for exclusively domestic use. Its structure would not have worked in
the public viewing context.
56 Laurent Mannoni: The Great Art of the Light and the Shadow, Exeter University Press, 2000 (orig.
French 1994), p.

demonstrates, the presence of the box made a difference. In addition to focusing the
observer’s attention exclusively on the image, the box excludes the surroundings,
providing an experience of visual immersion, anticipating virtual reality.57 Arguably this
experience is more intense and intimate than the one provided by the zograscope.
For the people gathered around a zograscope there was no strict separation between
the acts of peeping and non-peeping.58 The prints could be passed from hand to hand
and observed either with the device or without it in much (but not quite) the same
manner. The peepshow box emphasized the emotion of immersion, while the
zograscope foregrounded study, content and social interaction. It is tempting to
associate its open structure with the Enlightenment rationalism, linking the peepshow
box with the Romantic mind. In reality, both devices remained in use parallel to each
other; the same supply of prints was used in both.
Optical Furniture, Handheld Prostheses
The idea of peering into a hole was evoked again and again along the cultural
trajectory leading from the 18th century peepshows to 19th century devices like the
Megalethoscope, the stereoscope and the zoetrope and further to early moving
picture viewers such as the Mutoscope and the Kinora. The domestic devices
accompanied the popularity of public entertainments from old style touring
peepshows to new forms like the cosmorama, the Kaiser Panorama and eventually the
Kinetoscope and the Mutoscope. The idea of domestic “peep media” was given a
strong impetus in the second half of the 19th century by the introduction of novelty
devices for the home, such as the Megalethoscope and, above all, the stereoscope. It
is quite possible that the owners of these devices never associated them with the
peep shows of the past, which without a doubt was in the producers’ interest. The
Megalethoscope, patented by the Italian photographer Carlo Ponti in the 1860s, was a
large and elaborate piece of “optical furniture” for the parlors of the bourgeoisie,
meant for viewing large framed photographic prints.59 It was produced in various
finishes from relatively plain to extremely ornate. A social scale was embodied in the
amount of the ornamentation. Beside its function as a viewing device, it was clearly
meant as a status symbol, anticipating the varieties of radio and television cabinet
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Peep show boxes presented the image within a rather tight framing, a kind of “stage opening”. An
exception are the so called “perspective boxes” painted by artists like van Hogstraaten to demonstrate
their skills. These boxes provided an illusion of a complete interior, sometimes created with a
combination of trompe l’oeil painting and carefully placed mirrors.
58 There were also versions with two lenses side by side, although these were much less common than
the single lens models. There is an example in the author’s collection from the early 18th century.
59 These prints, marketed internationally by Ponti, usually depicted geographic locations, particularly
Italian views. Both in their subject matter and in their treatment (painted backsides, enhanced by
pinholes), they derived directly from the tradition of the “Vue d’optique”. The Megalethoscope also
came with a series of detachable frames that made it possible to use it as a “graphoscope” to view both
cabinet cards and carte de visites. The photographic prints were inserted into the device one by one and
viewed by one person at a time, peering into a square opening in one end the apparatus. By opening
and closing doors at the back and on top of the device, the translucent black and white albumen
photographs, pin-pricked and hand-colored from the backside, would undergo a dramatic
transformation from day to night and turn from black and white to color. Because of the length of the
apparatus, another person was needed to open and close the doors. The design of the Megalethoscope
thus reveals that it was meant for social, rather than solitary sessions.

designs in the next century. Megalethoscope was the ultimate peepshow, but not for
the poor; because of its size, it would not even have fitted into smaller living rooms.
Many stereoscopes were also handsome pieces of optical furniture, but there was a
much greater variety of sizes and forms. After being introduced to the public at the
Crystal Palace exhibition in London in 1851, the stereoscope soon became extremely
popular both in simple handheld and elaborate freestanding cabinet versions. The
cabinet stereoscopes could contain hundreds of stereocards. Special storage cabinets
for the views were also available. By the 20th century, millions of viewers and views
had been been sold. The scientific principle of stereoptic vision had been
demonstrated by Charles Wheatstone in the 1830s. He created an open device which
used two angled mirrors to align the two images, drawn from slightly different angles
to correspond with the parallax difference of the human eyes. For a scientific
demonstration instrument the openness of the structure had both a practical and a
symbolic justification. When it was turned into a commodity, the stereoscope was
marketed in lenticular form, invented by David Brewster. A stereoscopic pair of
photographic images was put inside a wooden box and observed through a pair of
lenses on its side. Such viewers “contained” the stereograph in the manner of the
peepshow boxes of the past. In the late 1850s a cheap and practical hand-held model
known as the Holmes-Bates stereoscope was brought to the market. In a way it was
hybrid of the Wheatstone and the Brewster viewers. The stereoview was placed on
an open slider which was adjusted manually to find the right focus. The lenses were
under a viewing “hood”. By the late 19th century such simple but effective viewers
were practically everywhere.60 They were used both at homes and classrooms and
even given away by companies using collectable stereocards to advertise their
products, from coffee to cereals.
Compared with the peepshow box, the stereoscope introduced new features: it was
used to view photographs, and these were three-dimensional. Peeping at the
stereoview through the lenses not only enhanced its visibility - a real transformation,
performed by the human mind with the help of the stereoscope, occurred. A predetermined relationship between the image, the viewing apparatus and the viewer was
an indispensable condition for the experience.61 Like the majority of the “vue
d’optique” prints available for peep shows and zograscopes, stereoviews of famous
cities, landmarks and distant lands were favourite topics. During the second half of the
19th century the stereoscope developed into a veritable “virtual voyaging” tool.62
“Package tours” of different countries were sold as sets, containing guidebooks and
maps in addition to large numbers of carefully arranged stereocards. Everything was
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The stereoviewers found in remote areas like Finland still today are usually of this type. Most likely
most of them were sent or brought back from the United States by emigrants. For them it was an
impressive but affordable gift, that could give a clear idea of their new living surroundings to those who
remained in the old mother country.
61 It is possible to develop a skill for “free-viewing” stereographs without the stereoscope. The author
can do it easily. This experience is interesting, because it shows a three-dimensional view, but also the
surrounding objects in the periphery of vision. This might recall Rousseau’s discussion of the
zograscope, except that free-viewing requires unfailing concentration on the stereograph.
62 That “normal” photographs of buildings and places could serve this function as well as is confirmed
by a quotation from the British author W.J. Loftie: “It is pleasant to lean back in one’s chair and be
transported to distant countries at a glance.” . Cit. Asa Briggs: Victorian Things, London: Penguin Books,
1988, p.247. Briggs also writes about the importance of the stereoscope (pp. 132-133).

delived in handsome boxes that looked like books.63 Favourite topics, already familiar
from the repertory of the vue d’optiques, included wars, battles and catastrophes events like the Johnstown flood or the San Francisco earthquake proved particularly
popular. Stereoscopes reached a much larger and democraphically varied audience
than the peepshows ever did. The combination of photography and stereoscopy made
the scenes seem very life-like, although the stereoscopic illusion of “really standing on
the spot” was really highly artificial. Yet, for contemporaries the stereoscope was a
highly convincing tool for armchair travelling, an optical prosthesis to peek “beyond
the horizon”. It brought the outside world to the privacy of the Victorian parlor.
Decades in advance, it prepared the domestic users for the radio and the television.64
With the proliferation of cheap handheld Holmes-Bates stereoscopes and mass
produced stereocards even the lower income households were eventually able to
enter the realm of visual media. The stereoscope was the first media machine at farms
or in working class homes. The device also proved valuable for the millions of
immigrants entering the United States. Often with little knowledge of the English
language, stereoviews provided them with both visual education and pastime.
Symbolically it gave them a tangible piece of evidence about participating in the
progress of media and technology.65 In spite of the massive cultural presence of the
stereoscope, few contemporary testimonies about its popular reception exist. There
exists, however, an extensive iconography about its uses.66 There is, for example, an
interesting genre of “self-reflective” stereoviews and other images showing users
actually peering into the device. Although such stereoviews were often produced as
marketing gimmicks by the publishers, they nevertheless provide us clues about the
ways people used stereoscopes and fantasized about them. One also finds views in
which the stereoscope has been “accidentally” left on the table, confirming its
presence as part of the Victorian interior. Likewise, in cabinet portraits shot at
professional photographers’ studios stereoscopes and stereoviews were used as
props, held by the sitters or placed on a table next to them. This convention
associated people with optical technology, naturalizing its presence.67 It would be
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Such sets were sold by large American companies like Underwood & Underwood and the Keystone
View Company. These companies often used door-to-door salesmen operating on rural areas assigned
for them. Precise instructions about the appropriate marketing methods were provided in the form of
educational booklets. Examples of Keystone booklets exist in the the author’s collection.
64 Lynn Spigel confirms that “television’s inclusion in the home was subject to preexisting models of
gender and generational hierarchies among family members - hierarchies that had been operative since
the Victorian period.” Yet she does not mention the role of the stereoscope. See Lynn Spigel: Make
Room for TV. Television and the Family Ideal in Postwar America. Chicago and London: University of
Chicago Press, 1992, p.11.
65 Many cheap stereoviewers with cards depicting views of America were sent back to the homeland by
Finnish emigrants to the United States in the early 20th century. Also those who returned often
brought this device with them. It provided a surrogate experience to actually seeing America, and later
functioned as a nostalgic time machine as well. Many such devices have been preserved in Finnish
collections and family archives.
66 This paragraph is mainly based on the analysis of original stereocards, cabinet cards and carte de
visites in the author’s collection.
67 Because many photographers produced stereoviews as well, it can also have been a subliminal
marketing trick. Tall cabinet stereoscopes were also used as stands for leaning in portraits of standing
people, taking the place of a table or a flower stand. Although a well known piece of Victorian optical
culture, novelty stereoscopes were constantly brought to the market. At the Paris World’s Fair of
1900, great numbers of Holmes-Bates stereoscopes with aluminium (a novelty at the time) hoods were
sold.

interesting to find out if the stereoscopes featured in such portraits also carried
symbolic meanings, or if they were just what they seem to be - props.68
Contrary to what one might expect, images with a single person immersed into the
stereoscope are rather rare, at least compared with images of families or groups of
friends spending time together with the stereoscope in a salon or a drawing room.
This is surprising, because as an apparatus the stereoscope seems to encourage
solitary immersion - it does not provide a screen for several people to watch
together.69 Yet as Raymond Williams convincingly demonstrated, technology itself
does not define the cultural forms it will be given.70 In a typical situation people are
seen sitting around a table, browsing stereocards and passing the stereoscope from
hand to hand. Sometimes they are seen sitting in armchairs and sofas viewing
stereocards while being engaged also in other activities, such as knitting, reading or
playing with toys. This anticipates the rituals of watching television. The rarity of the
solitary ”virtual voyager” may of course be a bias caused by the nature of the source
material. The iconography identifies the stereoscope as a parlor instrument, which no
doubt attracted both solitary and social viewing. Although no sources that I am
familiar with associate the stereoscope explicitly with the preceding peepshow
tradition, the migration of iconographic formulas or “topoi” makes this continuity
clear.71 A familiar motive shows a door-to-door salesman of stereographs visiting a
home. While the husband peeps into the stereoscope, looking at the samples, the
salesman kisses his wife behind his back. The same topos was well known decades
before the introduction of the stereoscope and had appeared in connection with
other optical novelties - peep shows, kaleidoscopes, telescopes and even
photographic cameras. In all these cases, excessive interest in an optical novelty and
the resulting immersion disturbs the subject’s mastery of the surrounding physical
68

In acabinet card in my collection, newly wed couple is seen in their marriage photo holding a
stereoscope and stereoviews,.The stereoscope, with its “global” vision and its association with emerging
modernity, may represent an optimistic and forward looking attitude, a peak into the hoped-for but not
yet reached future for the couple. In the Hollywood musical Story of Irene and Vernon Castle (1938)
the stereoscope is used in a similar a way - the young couple (played by Fred Astaire and Ginger
Rogers) is communicating about their marriage intentions obliquely by viewing stereocards of the
Niagara Falls (a popular honeymoon destination) in a Holmes-Bates stereoscope. However, in my
collection I also have cabinet cards of older couples, with the stereoscope placed on the table between
them. Groups of children were also often photographed with the stereoscope and stereocards.
69 There are some cases, in which the presence of the stereoscope on the table seems to be
associated with dreaming or visions, represented by a figure “appearing” in the image (a kind of
composite ghost image).
70 About the distinction technology - cultural form, see Raymond Williams: Television - Technology and
Cultural Form, Collins/Fontana, 1974. Later, the common practice of listening to the radio with
earphones during the early dys of radio broadcasting may have provided a more complete immersion
and simultaneously a seclution from the social life around. Yet there were different varieties even in this
mode of listenership - a boy might listen alone in the attic, while families also listened together, each
wearing one’s own headsets. The popularization of loudspeakers seems to represent a turn towards
the social definition of radio: the program created an auditive “wallpaper” that one could escape by
leaving the house, or wearing earplugs!
71 This sense of using the word ‘topos’ has been adopted from Ernst Robert Curtius, see my “From
Kaleidoscomaniac to Cybernerd. Notes Towards an Archeology of the Media”, in in Electronic Culture.
Technology and Visual Representation, edited by Timothy Druckrey, New York: Aperture 1996, pp. 296303, 425-427. Actually, there is one single exception: a French stereograph depicting a crowd of people
peering into a row of peepshow machines (Tirage Verneuil, 1868). See Denis Pellerin: Le photographie
stéréoscopique sous le second Empire, Paris: Bibliothèque nationale de France, 1995, p.99. The
stereograph has been erroneously titled as “La baraque des stéréoscopes”. All machines seen in the
picture only have one large peeping lens - perhaps this is a photograph of a Cosmorama show.

reality. A sign of the times, in the late 19th century the source of the problem is no
longer a cunning military officer seducing someone’s daughter, but a travelling
merchant of mass-produced illusions.72
In many ways the stereoscope as a domestic “media machine” prepared the ground for
the phonograph, radio and television. It was more than just a toy or a passing fancy.
According to Jonathan Crary’s well-known argument, as a product of scientific
research, the stereoscope was one of those demonstration devices that grounded
seeing firmly in the body of the “observer”, anticipating the emergence of
modernity.73 Crary’s emphasis on corporeality and the cultural rupture embodied in
the device may be theoretically valid, but it was hardly evident for contemporary
“observers” who embraced the illusions it provided. Although Wheatstone had
demonstrated the indiscrepancy between the external reality and the impression
created by the human perceptual apparatus, the stereoscopic tradition came to
emphasize the opposite, the “unprecedented” accuracy of the illusion. Yet the
stereoscope also had its limitations. Although it might be claimed that by excluding the
surrounding visual cues the stereoscope psychologically magnified the view (no points
of comparison were present), the stereograph lacked a “panoramic” quality. The view
was three-dimensional, but it was also tightly framed - in fact, there was a square
opening, a kind of screen, inside the scopic field. Like the peep show boxes before it,
the stereoscope presented a “tunnel vision”: it emphasized the depth axis without
managing to expand the visual space laterally - a challenge virtual reality head-mounted
displays tried to tackle, with mixed results, a century later.74
Furthermore, the stereoscope presented a frozen moment, a still image. While this
could be an advantage, giving the viewer ample time to reflect on the details, the lack
of movement was increasingly felt as a deficiency. The emergence of film culture and
the gradual decline of interest in stereoscopy took place simultaneously, which was
hardly a coincidence. Finally, although it was used as a virtual voyaging tool, the
stereoscope was an “off-line medium”. This could hardly be seen as a real lack in a
culture where no permanent channels for visual on-line communication existed.
However, when inventors and popular illustrators began to envision electric “television” apparata in the late 19th century, the stereoscope was one of the models they
turned to.75 In imagination, the stereoscope was simply “wired” and electrified to
provide a kind of “tele-peepshow” to communicate at a distance.76 In the late 1910s a
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This method was widely used to sell stereocards in the rural areas of the United States by major
companies like Underwood & Underwood and Keystone. The sellers were often young men, who had
been given the rights to sell in given territories. Detailed instructions about appropriate strategies were
provided by the companies.
73 Jonathan Crary: Techniques of the Observer. On Vision and Modernity in the Nineteenth Century,
Cambridge, Mass.: The MIT Press (an October Book), 1991.
74 As characterizing a peep show box as a miniature theatre reveals, the “stage opening” of both the
peep show box and the stereoscope seems to derive from thetrical traditions. This connection was
made explicit by the rich French production of stereocards depicting scenes from the famous theatrical
productions in the theatres in Paris - realized with miniatures! For an example, see Denis Pellerin: Le
photographie stéréoscopique sous le second Empire, Paris: Bibliothèque nationale de France, 1995,
p.84.
75 I use the spelling “tele-vision” to refer to various early devices, many of them imaginary, that claimed
to communicate at a distance by means of “electricity” (electronics did not yet exist). “Television” is a
later established product and a successor to this tradition.
76 An illustration (probably French), visualizing this idea, said to be from 1890, has been reproduced,
with no source mentioned, in Albert Kloss, Von der Electricität zur Elektrizität, Basel: Birkhäuser Verlag,

postcard published by the Keystone View Company declared: “She Sees Her Son in
France. You can talk across the miles with your TELEPHONE - The WHOLE FAMILY
Can See the WAR ZONE”. The picture shows an old lady sitting in an armchair,
immersed in her stereoscope. The stereoscope as if emits (or attracts?) a lightbeam
that pierces the distance, displaying a view from the front of the Great War. By
associating it with the telephone, the card positions the stereoscope in a role that
anticipates that of television.77 In the 1930s, when experimental television broadcasts
had already been launched in Europe and the United States using TV receivers with
proper “screens”, ideas like handheld peep show televisions and wearable 3-D
television spectacles were still presented.78 In retrospect these proposals may seem
to have been prophetic anticipations of the head-mounted displays and “TV-goggles”
of the future, but they were really extrapolations of the preceding traditions,
demonstrating the persistence of the peepshow imagination.
Anticipations of the Small Screen
Magic lantern projections provided domestic audiences an occasional opportunity to
enjoy images in a social setting. The peepshow model provided an alternative, which,
in spite of the different constitution of its apparatus, also emphasized social rather
than individual modes of consumption. When and how did the third alternative, the
apparatus with a “small screen” that allows a group of people to watch together,
emerge? A number of concrete anticipations can be mentioned. The miniaturized
shadow theatres that proliferated in the homes of the bourgeoisie in the 19th century
are one example. Without using any new technology, they nevertheless presented a
backlit real-time spectacle that unfolded on a framed screen. The viewing boxes
designed by Carmontelle (Louis Carrogis, 1717-1806) for the presentation of his
"décors transparents animés" (typically circa 50 cm high and up to 42 metres long) in
the late 18th century are another example.79 These devices were popular among the
French aristocracy for a while, but they were wiped aside by the French revolution.
Carmontelle’s transparent roll paintings were presented by cranking them from one
vertical reel to another with a mechanism installed in a viewing box. The moving view
1987, p. 245. As the illustration shows, the tele-vision device is envisioned within the framework of the
colonial experience, maintain a link (and power over the “dominions”) with the homeland.
77 Card in the author’s collection. The card has been used to inform the addressee that the
representative of the Keystone View Company is going to deliver her order (of stereoviews) “about”
July 6, 1921. The card, as well as the extensive series of war views published by Keystone, have
remained in use well after the war has ended. Although visually the situation resembles that of
broadcasting, the card may imply the idea of two-way communication, often present in early vision about
tele-vision.
78 See Hugo Gernsback: “Radio in the Future”, Radio-Craft, March 1938, p.591. A magazine article from
1938 about a “television monocle” has been reprinted in facsimile in Classic TVs. Pre-War thru 1950s,
Edited by Scott Wood, Gas City, In.: L-W. Book Sales, 1997 (II printing), p.3.
79 Carmontelle was a garden designer, painter, playwright and entertainer of the aristocracy. About his
transparencies, see Birgit Verwiebe: Lichtspiele. Vom Mondscheintransparent zum Diorama, Stuttgart:
Füsslin Verlag, 1997, pp. 28-31. At least five of Carmontelle's roll paintings are believed to survive. The
longest one, measuring 42 X 0.5 meters, is in Chantilly, France. It depicts the four seasons. The Getty
Center (Los Angeles, USA) has one, known as "Figures walking in a parkland" (circa 1783-1800),
executed in watercolor and gouache, with traces of black chalk. It depicts aristocrats biding their time in
an imaginary picturesque garden landscape with both contemporary buildings and "antique" remains. See
Barbara Maria Stafford and Francis Terpak: Devices of Wonder. From the World in a Box to Images
on a Screen, Los Angeles: Getty Research Institute, 2001, 330.

was visible through a square “stage opening”. To secure backlighting, the box was
placed against a window (the rest of the window was covered by dark cloth). In the
19th century, a similar apparatus appeared again in the form of boxed miniature
“moving panoramas”.80
The facts that Carmontelle often provided a narrative to accompany his images, and
that the images were not a real-time transmission nonwithstanding, the viewing
situation evoked aspects that anticipated future forms of domestic spectatorship. At
the Bibliothèque Nationale in Paris there is an extraordinary drawing by Carmontelle,
showing in profile his employer, Louis-Philippe, Duc d'Orleans, and his son LouisPhilippe, Duc de Chartres sitting together and intensely staring at something (off the
frame), most likely a presentation of the Décors transparents.81 This drawing seems
to hint at the emergence of a concentrated mode of domestic media consumption,
theorized by Jonathan Crary.82 This might be an early trace of a subject position in
formation, one that later became an element of the television spectatorship.
Rousseau’s wish (discussed earlier) to use the peepshow box to immerse himself
totally in the image excluding all distracting factors is related to the same issue,
although it also raises the issue about the importance of the apparatus. Does the
device need to be “immersive” to be able to give rise to an “immersive” experience?
The intense concentration with which GameBoys and even cell phones are sometimes
used in a noisy crowd seems to imply that this is not the case. Devices alone don’t
determine the ways they are used. A cell phone can quite a well be used in a
distracted manner, the user being engaged in several different activities at once. The
same is true of television. As we have seen, media consuption as a distracted social
ritual was already present in the practices around the zograscope and the
stereoscope.
A device that allowed a group of people to enjoy moving images together was the
camera obscura. Since the Renaissance camera obscuras had been used as artists'
tools, scientific demonstration devices and popular pastime.83 The camera obscura is
still mainly known as the predecessor of the photographic camera, yet its cultural
roles, its discursive presence and the range of its applications were much wider.
Smaller camera obscuras were used by artists as aids to sketch scenes in front of the
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Boxed toy “moving panoramas” with a similar arrangement were available in the 19th century, but
they did not stem from Carmontelle’s boxes. Rather, they were miniature versions of the professional
moving panorama shows that enjoyed great popularity in the 19th century. By using them, or even
building one’s own, the chidren re-enacted the world of the professional entertainments in the
domestic setting. See my articles “Peristrephic Pleasures: on The Origins of the Moving Panorama”, in
Allegories of Communication. Intermedial Concerns from Cinema to the Digital, edited by Jan Olsson
and John Fullerton, John Libbey/Indiana University Press (forthcoming) and “Global Glimpses for Local
Realities: The Moving Panorama, a Forgotten Mass Medium of the 19th Century”, in Art Inquiry
(Poland), Volume IV (XIII), 2002. Special Issue on “Globalization in Art”, edited by Ryszard W.
Kluszczynski.
81 Original at the Bibliothèque nationale, Paris. It was shown at the Getty Center in Los Angeles as part
of an exhibition on Carmontelle in the Spring 2000. Profile portraits were in vogue at the time, but
usually there is no indication about what the posers are looking at.
82 Jonathan Crary: Suspensions of Perception. Attention, Spectacle, and Modern Culture, Cambridge,
Mass.: The MIT Press, 1999.
83 The history of the device, and particularly the idea behind it, goes much further back in time. For a
general history, see John Hammond: The Camera Obscura. A Chronicle, Bristol: Adam Hilger Ltd.,
1981.

camera.84 Yet there was also a collective mode of using the device. Room-sized
camera obscuras, housed in little cabins, were built on pictoresque locations like
seasides, hilltops, parks and towers. The scenery from the outside was “transmitted”
by means of a lens and an angled mirror from the top of the cabin onto a horizontal
table in the center of the darkened chamber.85 Visitors observed the moving scenery,
framed by the edges of the table and detached from its “natural” soundscape. They
pointed at details with their fingers, occasionally touching the image, and admiring the
rustling leaves and the birds flying by in silent motion.86 The principle of transmitting a
live image in real time and presenting it on a dedicated surface for a group of
spectators anticipates broadcast television. Phenomenologically, however, the
situation also differs from the ritual of watching TV. We use the remote controller to
switch the TV channel, but we don’t really physically touch the image. Although lacking
interactivity, tthe collective camera obscura experience has some affinities with
interactive touch-screen interfaces, experiences like using a virtual “work bench” or a
digital navigation map. In such applications the image is often projected on a table-like
horisontal surface and manipulated with the finger-tips or “wands”.87
Small screen experiences were also anticipated discursively. In a well-known cartoon
published in the Punch Almanac in England in 1879, we see an elderly couple sitting in
front of a wide screen displayed above a fireplace.88 The couple is observing a group
of young people playing badminton, while having a telephone conversation with one of
the ladies “through the wire”. This illustration has been interpreted as an early
prophesy of the wall-mounted flat-panel television screens, but it gives us reasons for
a deeper analysis as well. The device, “Edison’s Telephonoscope”, is identified by the
image caption as “an electric camera-obscura” that the Pater- and Materfamilias “set
up” every evening over their bedroom mantelpiece to communicate with their
children who are “at the Antipodes” (in Ceylon).89 Instead of being an “active screen”,
the image is actually a projection created by an imaginary version of the camera
84

The rays of light entering the box through the lens were directed by means of an internal mirror
(placed at 45 degree angle) on a horisontal glass “screen” on top of the device. The act of sketching
directly paper on the glass screen could be claimed to have anticipated the use of interactive touch
screens or digital drawing tablets, at least as a behavioral mode. Such use of the device was individual and
personal. The 19th century technical literature on photography used terms like the "focusing screen",
or the "screen of ground-glass" (1879), to refer to parts of the camera. The last mentioned was
defined as "a flat piece of glass on which the image formed by a camera lens is focused prior to making
the exposure". This definition derives directly from the use of the ground glass screen in a camera
obscura. For these definitions see Oxford English Dictionary, vol XIV, "screen".
85 Olafur Eliasson had constructed such a camera obscura as part of his installation at the Danish
Pavillion, Venice Biennale 2003.
86 This description is based on antique prints depicting people inside camera obscuras, but also on
observing contemporary visitors’ behaviour at existing camera obscuras at San Francisco’s Cliff House
and in Santa Monica, Los Angeles. A representative example can be found from F. Marion: L’Optique,
87 Several media artists from Dalibor Martinis to Toshio Iwai and Perry Hoberman have used the idea
of projecting images on a horizontal surface, letting users manipulate them directly.
88 See for example Émmanuelle Toulet: Cinématographe, invention du siècle, Paris: Dècouvertes
Gallimard & Rèunion des musèes nationaux, 1988.
89 Still in 1889 Thomas A. Edison was claimed to have invented such a device which would "increase the
range of vision by hundreds of miles, so that, for instance, a man in New York could see the features
of his friend in Boston with as much ease as he could see the performance on the stage". This was
essentially the “Telephonoscope” envisioned by Punch ten years earlier. Electrical Review, May 25, 1889,
p.6. Cit. Marvin, When Old Technologies Were New, p. 197. The fact that the communication takes place
between England and Ceylon, brings the illustration within colonial ideology, which was intimately
connected with the progress of international telegraphy.

obscura, appropriately set up in the darkness of the bedroom. The televisual potential
of the camera obscura has thus been transformed by the imagination into a system of
communication at a distance. As it often happens, the futuristic imaginary has found a
“mould” from existing cultural forms. Of course, the cartoon must also have been
influenced by the invention of the telephone a few years earlier (1876). Combining the
camera obscura mode of transmitting images to the possibilities of the telephone has
resulted in a vision of two-way multimedia communication.
As this example shows, in the cultural imaginary “tele-vision” had been conceived long
before the 1920s, the decade of the first successful television demonstrations and
experimental broadcasts. The idea of seeing at a distance by means of a technological
apparatus had been evoked in various contexts, for example in the debate surrounding
the optical telegraph in the late 18th century.90 Even such a seemingly quite different
invention as the panorama had been connected with this idea. Although not an “online medium”, the panorama provided its audiences a “look beyond the horizon”,
transporting them to view battlefields, great cities and other notable sights. It was a
virtual voyaging medium. At home, the stereoscope fulfilled much the same purpose,
in spite of using three-dimensional photographs instead of gigantic painted panoramas.
When presenting something “new”, both inventors and publicists often search
support from existing technologies and cultural forms. Thus it is not surprising that
the prophesies about tele-vision were also inspired by magic lantern projections. In
many cartoons and illustrations the tele-vision device is conceived as a personal tablemounted projector. Externally its design resembles a modernistic table lamp or a
headlight rather than a traditional magic lantern, which was probably too imbued with
“passeistic” Victorian connotations. The lack of casing exposes the complex
mechanism, reflecting the open design of telegraphs, phonographs and early radio
sets. In illustrations, the projected imaginary tele-vision images are always round.
Indeed, many magic lantern slides were round, although others, particularly
photographic ones, were square.91
Instead of proposing a one-way broadcasting model, many early fantasies envisioned
the tele-vision as a kind of picture-phone, a two-way system of communication.92
These two models were not necessarily mutually exclusive, as is demonstrated by
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The optical telegraph can be conceived as a combination of a semaphore-based signalling system and
the telescope. For the debate around the optical telegraph, see Patrice Flichy, Une histoire de la
communication moderne. Espace public et vie privée, Paris: Éditions de la Découverte, 1991.
91 In a typical late 19th century magic lantern show round and square slides would often have alternated
in a routine manner; this alternation was still felt in early films that included masked round images. Of
course it is possible that in the cultural imaginary of the late 19th century lantern slides were conceived
as round. Many round slides were handpainted in bright colors; most animated effect slides, such as the
abstract chromatropes, were also round; these could have been stored in the cultural imaginary as
pointers to the lantern show, rather than the black and white square slides.
92 Yet it should be remembered that many of the early uses of the telephone also anticipated
broadcasting. The telephone was used to deliver radio-like programming, opera, sermons, even muzaklike background music to subscribers. In his novel Looking Backward (1887) Edward Bellamy described a
home music room. As Michael Brian Schiffer explains, "After consulting a program that listed the day's
offerings, the listener adjusted 'one or two screws,’ which filled the room with music 'perfectly
rendered.' The program came to every home via telephone from central music halls where the best
musicvians performed twenty-four hours a day. On Sunday mornings, there was even a choice of
sermons. " (Michael Brian Schiffer, The Portable Radio in American Life, Tucson & London: The University
of Arizona Press, 1991, p.12. About actual such systems in the late 19th century, see Carolyn Marvin,
"Early uses of the Telephone", Communication in History, edited by David Crowley and Paul Heyer, New
York & London: Longman, 1991, pp.145-152.

Albert Robida’s Le vingtième siècle (1883), a prophetic illustrated novel about the
future society totally permeated by “telephonoscopic” communication.93 In Robida’s
vision screens are everywhere, both in public and private spaces. They are used to
transmit operas, theater plays and audiovisual “telephonoscopic journals” to the
home.94 International “broadcasts” offer French culture to African spectators (with an
evident colonial bias). Telephonoscopes can also be used to intimate two-way
meetings via the screen. In public spaces there are giant screens, erected on top of tall
scaffoldings, transmitting realistic live broadcasts about the sacking of Peking and
other world events, as well as advertisements for the department stores in Paris. The
editorial building of L’Epoque, the audiovisual newspaper of the future, is a pavillion
flanked by two giant round screens. Although these screens are not in a technical
sense “panoramic”, their offerings certainly are. The role of L’Epoque evokes that of
the circular panoramas, aptly characterized by Stephan Oettermann as a “mass
medium”.95 While the panorama purported to give the audience glimpses of the world
“beyond the horizon”, Robida’s giant screens serve this goal in a much more direct
manner. The panorama was always necessarily “out of sync” with the current events;
the audiences had to wait until the painting was finished. The public Telephonoscope
screens give the “breaking news” a new immediacy, turning them into a continuous
online spectacle.
From Round to Square: Transitions in Design
What can be said about the forms and shapes of the screens in Robida’s illustrations?
Some of them are round, some of them are square. Their sizes vary. There is no
discussion about the iconographic background of these choices, or about the
technology supposed to be used. Referring to the traditions of displaying paintings or
photographs in oval and round frames would be tempting but there is little to justify
this.96 It might be more interesting to refer to mirrors and crystal balls as possible
iconographic models. In discursive traditions, both have been treated as “windows”
that allow a person to view events taking place elsewhere, sometimes in another
temporal dimension, particularly in the future, but often also in the present. In both
visual and literary traditions, including Shakespeare’s Macbeth and Mme Le Prince de
Beaumont’s story La Belle et La Bête (1751), the inspiration for Jean Cocteau’s
feature film (1946) and Disney’s recent animation, “magic” or enchanted mirrors have
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Albert Robida: Le vingtième siècle, Paris: G.Decaux, 1883 (Slatkine Reprints edition, Genève: Slatkine,
1981). In a silent science fiction film titled High Treason, directed by Maurice Elwey (England, 1929) we
see similarly screens serving different purposes. While the goverment broadcasts propaganda to public
spaces via small screens placed everywhere, there are also flat panel screens in office for person-toperson communication. The flat panel screen can be lowered inside the desk after use.
94 Christophe Canto and Odile Faliu, The History of the Future. Images of the 21st Century, Paris:
Flammarion, 1993, p. 32.
95 Stephan Oettermann: The Panorama. History of a Mass Medium (translated by Deborah Lucas
Schneider, New York: Zone Books, 1997, orig. 1980). I have adopted this definition in my own work
on the moving panorama, “Global Glimpses for Local Realities: The Moving Panorama, a Forgotten Mass
Medium of the 19th Century”, in Art Inquiry (Poland), Volume IV (XIII), 2002. Special Issue on
“Globalization in Art”, edited by Ryszard W. Kluszczynski.
96 The cultural meaning of round vs. quadrangular frames for displaying paintings and photographs is a
very complex one, and cannot be dealt with here. For a useful general introduction to this problematic,
see Jacques Aumont: The Image

frequently served as “information surfaces” bridging time and space. In a well known
17th century print the sorcerer Nostradamus is seen performing a trick that could be
classified as “magic media”: he makes the future kings of France appear in a square
mirror, in front of the anxious eyes of the queen Catherine de Medicis. The position
of the mirror above the fireplace easily evokes the TV screen. Art historian Jurgis
Baltruisaitis even uses the metaphor “catoptric television” (téléviseur catoptrique)
when discussing such cases.97 In the tradition of “natural magic” mirrors had often
been proposed as means for reflecting and transmitting both text and images. In his
Ars magna lucis et umbrae Athanasius Kircher makes several such proposals. In the
early decades of the 20th century, the television set was openly compared to the
crystal ball in both cartoons and in advertisements. Not only was the television a way
to peeking into the future; it was also an example of modern wizardry, “man’s
strangest dream come true in your home...”98
It cannot be denied that the tiny round screens of the TV sets in the 1920s and the 30s
were to an extent determined by the technology. There were two competing
television systems, the mechanical and the electronic. In the mechanical TV receivers
the image was formed by means of a slotted spinning disc synchronized with a similar
disc in the camera/transmitter at the transmitting station.99 The transmitted image was
simultaneously deconstructed and reconstructed by these discs. Even producing a
small image with enough lines to make it clear enough required a fairly large spinning
disc. In some early receivers, like the ones by John Logie Baird in England, the shape
of the disc was echoed by the form of the cabinet, acknowledging its presence as a
modern technological marvel. In most models, for example in Western Television’s
“Visionette” (USA, 1930), it was completely hidden inside a square wooden cabinet
with a round viewing hole on its sparsely decorated front side. In electronic systems
the image was formed on a round cathode ray tube by bombarding a fluorescent
“screen” with electrons emitted by a cathode ray gun.100 Manufacturing large cathode
ray tubes was difficult, which partially explains the small size of the screens in early
electronic TV sets. The size of the cathode ray tube and consequently that of the TV
screen increased gradually as the design and manufacturing methods improved. As a
temporary solution to enlarge the image, round magnifying lenses were sometimes
fixed in front of the screen giving it a “fishbowl” look.
There are intriguing similarities between the early TV sets and the peepshow boxes
of the past. Sometimes the similarities were even structural. A prominent model in
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See Jurgis Baltrusaitis: Le miroir. Révélations, science-fiction et fallacies, Paris: Elmayan/Le Seuil, 1978,
pp. 184-187, 206-208. Reference to “téléviseur catoptrique” is on page 208. See also Sabine MelchiorBonnet: The Mirror. A History, Translated by Katharine H. Jewett, New York and London: Routledge,
2002, pp. 108-110, 195- .
98 For examples, see TV Kultur. Fernsehen in der Bildenden Kunst seit 1879, Herausgegeben von Wulf
Herzogenrath, Thomas W. Gaehtgens, Sven Thomas und Peter Hoenisch, Amsterdam, Dresden: Verlag
der Kunst, 1997, p. 146, 147, 157.
99 The origins of the mechanical scanning disc go technically back to a patent applied for by the German
Paul Nipkow in 1884, yet Nipkow never built a functioning apparatus. An intriquing thing is the close
formal resembrance between Nipkow's disc and some "pre-cinematic" devices, such as Georges
Demenÿ's Phonoscope and Ottomar Anschütz's Electrotachyscope, conceived at the same time. Both
Demenÿ and Anschütz used a spinning disc. The images were viewed through a peep hole, although
even a projecting version was available.
100 The first cathode ray tubes were created around the turn of the 19th and 20th centuries. This was
also the pioneering era of X-Rays. The flourescent surfaces on which X-Rays could be detected were
also called screens. The relationship between X-Rays and television needs elaboration.

the 1930s and 40s, the upright floor-standing cabinet TV, contained the cathode ray
tube in a vertical position, pointing upwards. One opened the horizontal top lid and
fixed it in an oblique angle. The screen was only visible via a mirror attached to the
inside of the lid. This design could be explained by both technical and cultural factors:
because cathode ray guns for larger screens had to be very long, placing them
vertically made sense: an upright cabinet took less space. The design hid the television
technology itself from view; when it was not used the TV set was disguised as a
normal cabinet, a piece of furniture. The novelty of the television was not denied, but
it was subsumed within the ideology of the a-technological domestic interior. Even
the contact with the screen was mediated - one looked at a mirror, not at a cathode
ray tube. It is intriguing to note that the relationship between the horisontal screen,
the mirror and the spectator closely resembles that of the zograscope and the vertical
peepshow box (analysed earlier). Can such parallels be coincidental? Do they imply
some hidden “logic” controlling the evolution of cultural artefacts? It seemes safe to
say that in this case a similar solution to arrange the viewing apparatus was used in
two different cultural contexts for similar purposes: to serve as virtual windows to
observe distant lands and current events with supra-local significance.
Yet one should not neglect the differences. The peep show literally contained the
views. To oserve them, one had to peep through the lens. In the early TV sets, the
images were also “in the box”, but they were either close to the screen (mechanical
systems) or formed on its surface (electronic systems). Even though photographs
show us people leaning toward the early TV sets to perceive the image, they still
maintain some distance.101 Even from close range a group of people can witness the
minuscule spectacle together. No-one is blocking the hole; there is no need to queue.
The same can be said about the mirror-cabinet-TV’s: the elimination of the lens turns
the mirror into a surface for collective viewing, although this by no means excludes
the possibility of individual spectatorship. Even though devices like wristwatch-TV’s
have clearly been designed for individual spectatorship, most TV designs leave the
options for use open.102 One should not confuse television technology with its
cultural form, to follow Raymond Williams’s useful distinction.103 Television
technology was not determined to serve certain social or ideological purposes; its
uses were defined by contextual factors. Still, television design may point towards
certain types of applications. As the TV screen gradually grew larger, collective
spectatorship (in the living room, in a bar) became easier. Simultaneously the viewers
often distanced themselves from the device itself; this “movement” was effected by
the invention of the remote controller in the 1950s.104 The idea of close, tactile
personal relationship with the screen was essential to“proto-interactive” TV
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Interestingly, in some early mechanical TV’s one had to adjust the synchronicity between the
spinning discs constantantly by turning a button. Thus there was an “interactive” relationship between the
user and the machine - however, it only effected the quality of the signal, not the content of the
broadcast.
102 Video projectors are of course on intermediate solution. Projected television images that were
often anticipated by late 19th and early 20th century cartoonists, became technically feasible already in
the 1930s, although their use remained somewhar limited.
103 Raymond Williams: Television - Technology and Cultural Form, Collins/Fontana, 1974.
104 The need to sit further from the TV screen was also justified by medical reasons: a belief, according
to which watching television from too close will damage the eyes. This discussion could be compared to
the radiation/cancer debate surrounding cell phones today.

programs like Winky Dink and You.105 Children were asked to draw directly on the
screen (actually on a transparent plastic sheet attached to it). Although Winky Dink
and You created no tradition, direct tactile manipulation of the screen became a
central cultural form with the emergence of interactive computing.
From a media archaeological point of view it is intriguing that round television screens
were used in many television sets until the 1950s.106 During the 50s the square shape
with rounded corners came to dominate, eventually to be replaced by the current flat
“panoramic” rectangular screens with sharp corners.107 Why did this happen? Pointing
to the technical evolution of the cathode ray tube is one solution, but not a sufficient
one. Even before “flattened” cathode ray tubes became generally available, the
manufacturers had began to mask the upper and lower edge of the tube to give the
screen a more quadrangular look; eventually even the sides were “straightened
out”.108 Both technical possibilities and design solutions must coincide with cultural
reasons and a desire from the part of the public. The shift from round to square
screen was related to television’s relationship with other media, particularly the
cinema. As is well known, at home the television set came to occupy a cultural
position prepared not only by phenomena like stereoscopy, but also by radio
broadcasting. In a sense, the TV set replaced radio as the center of attention in the
domestic setting. Although radio was not a visual medium, it certainly attracted gazes
during the act of listening. In many early television sets the screen has appeared on the
place occupied by the loudspeaker.109 The position and round shape of the
loudspeaker was often “imprinted” in the design of the radio set, which may give an
additional explanation to the dominance of round screens in the early TV sets. As the
cultural position of television became stronger in the 1950s, it entered into open
competition with the cinema. Television could not compete with the size of the
screen, but making it square could be read as a symbolic challenge. There is also a
more concrete explanation: showing old movie serials and Hollywood films became
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Children were encouraged to draw on the television screen (actually on a sheet of transparent
plastic attached to the screen) by "Magic Pens" according to the instructions given by host John Barry.
The activity of the child drawing with his or her Magic Pens is not all that different from that of an 18th
century artist sketching a landscape with the help of his camera obscura. The spectatorial model
proposed by Winky Dink and You never became a standard in TV broadcasting, but anticipated
educational digital multimedia for children and in a way electronic gaming.
106 This chapter is partially based, in completely re-written form, on my earlier article "Seeing at a
Distance. Towards an Archaeology of the 'Small Screen'", Art@Science, edited by Christa Sommerer
and Laurent Mignonneau, Vienna-New York: Springer Verlag, 1998, 262-278.
107 For visual anthologies of TV designs, see Phillip Collins: The Golden Age of Televisions, Los
Angeles: W. Quay Hays, 1997; Classic TVs. Pre-War thru 1950s, Edited by Scott Wood, Gas City, In.: LW. Book Sales, 1997 (II printing). These are invaluable sources for a design history of the TV set, rarely
found in any academic libraries.
108 In any variation, the corners remained rounded. The only way to produce a quadrangular screen
with straight corners was to use a back-projection system inside the television cabinet. Early examples
include RCA 741 PCB (1947) and Scott 6T11 (1949). Both pictured in Classic TVs. Pre-War thru 1950s,
op.cit, p. 73, 75.
109 This point is supported by a newspaper cartoon by Arthur Ferrier (England, 1928). We see a couple
in an armchair, staring intensely what seems to be an ordinary radio set with a horn loudspeaker. The
opening of the horn, however, is a round screen displaying images! The caption say: “A Vision of the
Near Future. Listening and seeing at the same time”. Reprinted in: TV Kultur. Fernsehen in der
Bildenden Kunst seit 1879, op.cit., p. 154.

an important part of the TV programming, forcing the TV manufacturers to simulate
the ratio of the cinema screen.110
As this article has shown, cultural forms do not appear out of nowhere; they are
based on earlier cultural manifestations, both material and discursive. Earlier
phenomena can provide the newcomers “moulds” that will facilitate their cultural
reception and evolution. Eventually these moulds are disgarded - like cocoons - but
they may later re-appear in another context. Because culture is a layered construct, it
is sometimes difficult to decide which factors are the determining ones. Furthermore,
all the contributing factors are not necessarily understood by the historical agents
themselves. When Francis C. Jenkins began his experimental television broadcasts in
1928, he broadcasted moving silhouettes (or shadows) of humans and animals. He may
have done so because his primitive system could display moving outline figures far
better than complex textures and facial features. Yet, perhaps unawares, he was also
associating television with the earliest of all screen practices, the shadow theatre, still
alive in miniaturized form in bourgeois homes in the early 20th century.111
Conclusion: Towards an Archaeology of the Mobile Screen
This article has not been an exhaustive treatment of the history of the screen in all its
manifestations. It has not even tried to say everything about the “small screen”. Its aim
has been to excavate some important issues related to the cultural and historical
understanding of what constitutes a screen as an information surface, and to hint at
the wealth of material and approaches available for closer investigation. The
appearance of the computer screen and its “archaeology”, for example, warrants a
study of its own, extending the efforts already done by Lev Manovich.112 The
computer screen inherited some of the functions of the television screen, but it is
also meant for the interactive manipulation of digital data. The user sits close to the
screen, at tactile distance. This basic situation provides opportunities for multiple
modalities of experience, from creating documents off-line to exploring graphic game
worlds and browsing multimedia data on the Internet. Amidst all this variety, it might
be suggested that particularly on-line browsing has re-activated certain aspects of the
peepshow. Much of the World Wide Web is based on the logic of attraction. Flashing
banners, slogans and logos try to persuade us to click, to enter a webpage and often
to open tiny windows displaying moving images. The tempting invitations to open
these tiny peepholes are most evident on the countless adult websites (often
exploiting the voyeuristic possibilities of the webcam), but a similar logic permeates a
wide range of seemingly different websites. The banners have taken the role of the
showman, and the coin has been replaced by a credit card transaction.
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The recent proliferation of “wide-screen” television sets could be partly explained by similar
reasons: the screen ratio simulates that of widescreen films - at the same time original TV programs can
be produced in the wider format, providing a competitive position against cinema.
111 The elaborate boxed shadow theatres that enjoyed great popularity in the late 19th and early 20th
century bourgeois homes, could be associated to the history of television via this link. Both formally
and for their spectatorship they anticipated television.
112 See Manovich: The Language of New Media, op.cit.

Another aspect of the history of screens that has not been explored is the portable
mobile screen, proliferating on cell phones, game consoles, PDA’s and other
platforms. These devices are often considered the newest of the new. They are seen
as harbingers of totally unprecedented media cultural behaviors, phenomena and
institutions. Is it possible to connect them with earlier developments? Should we
admit that their proliferation signals a veritable cultural rupture, perhaps indicating the
“end of media history”?Referring to decorated fans from the 18th and the 19th
centuries as an answer will probably sound far-fetched. Yet from a media
archaeological perspective such fans could indeed be considered a mobile and
portable information channel, a medium. The production and variety of pictorial fans
and hand-screens was enormous. While there were designs that imitated prints and
mythological genre paintings, in the 19th century fans were often produced in
connection with events like world’s fairs, coronations or popular shows. Beside their
practical function, and perhaps primarily, they functioned as souvenirs, advertisements
and program booklets.113 A particularly interesting variant of the hand-held fan was
the “moving panorama hand-screen” that contained a small “stage opening”, across
which a long strip of images was wound from one roller to another. Illuminated from
behind, the images became bright.114 Such seemingly insignificant objects could
function as portable information surfaces, even with moving images.115 Of course,
their possibilities were limited, with no communication capacities or changeable
“software”.
The invention of photography and the introduction of new printing techniques like the
chromolithograph led to an amazing flood of images, many of them “pocket-size”.
Instead of being framed and hung on walls or stored in large and heavy albums, images
became mobile. They traveled around with their owners, tucked in pockets or purses,
enclosed in small cases or hidden inside jevelry.116 Miniature viewers made it possible
to view the portable images through mobile “prostheses”. In the late 19th century,
the idea of the mobile moving image appeared in the form of the flip book
(“folioscope”, "thumb movies”, invented in 1860s). The flip book was immediately
successful because it was small, cheap, easy to manufacture and distribute, "magical" as
an experience, and precise in its reproduction of movement. It provided a “protointeractive” hands-on experience, fit into the pocket, was disposable and did not
113

As in the case of Albert Smith’s emormously popular moving panorama show The Ascent of Mont
Blanc in the 1850s. For a recent study of Smith’s career, see Mike Simkin: “Albert Smith: Entrepreneur
and Showman”, Living Pictures, vol 1, n:o 1 (2001), 18-28.
114 This arrangement was derived from the large and bulky apparatus of the moving panorama show,
but in lilliputhian form, displaced from its original context and re-placed in the hand.
115 The thaumatrope, an optical toy invented in 1826, was also often used for advertising purposes.
Spinning the simple round disc with illustration on both sides made these merge together. The
illustrations could be replaced by a hidden text (a “brand name, for example) that only became visible
when spinning the disc in one’s hands (by means of two cords attached to the disc). In hisThe Language
of New Media Lev Manovich quite embarassingly presents a totally mistaken idea of the Thaumatrope.
He claims that it produces a simple animation alternating between two images. Instead, the Thaumatrope
merges the two images together, presenting an illusion of a static image! Also in other ways, Manovich’s
account of “pre-cinematic” technologies contains numerous misinterpretations, which he could have
avoided by studying the most recent research on the subject. In this light claiming that magic lantern
slides were made at least since the 1850s is ridiculous. We known from historical evidence that they
existed at least since the second half of the 17th century.
116 About the varieties of portable images in the 19th century, see Heinz K. Henisch and Bridget A.
Henisch: The Photographic Experience 1839-1914. Images and Attitudes. University Park, Pennsylvania:
The Pennsylvania University Press, 1993.

require any specific piece of hardware to be viewed. Since its introduction, it has been
used for many purposes from personalized moving portraits (such as the British
BioFix in the 1920s), short erotic treats, dancing lessons and piano teaching to
animations for children, corporate gifts and animated advertisements. Although not
strictly a screen-based device, the flip-book provides a challenging model for the
designers of new mobile media.
Such examples can, at best, support the argument that cultural innovations are always
relative. To understand the logic and possibilities of mobile visual media, one should
look beyond the realm of the visual. The archaeology of mobile sound media provides
a fruitful and necessary field of investigation. Contrary to a commonly held belief, the
history of portable sound devices did not begin with the transistor radio. Even if we
excluded the long and rich discursive history of imaginary mobile sound machines, we
would still find a rich variety of devices spanning most of the 20th century.117
Sometimes such devices, many of which are totally forgotten, combined multiple
functions, anticipating multimedia. To understand the role and the functions of
portable screens, we have to research where, how, and by whom they have been
used. The modes of attention required by images and sounds are different. More
research is needed about the issues of immersion in sounds vs. images. How does the
experience of a Walkman user differ from that of a cell-phone user?118 How does the
mobility of the subject alter the experience? Obviously listening to sounds by
headphones while walking differs from checking text-messages from the screen of the
cell phone. The presence of miniature cameras in cell phones will theoretically
complicate the situation further. As media archaeology demonstrates, to find answers
to these and other questions, it is not enough to look for similarities from the rich .
We need to identify points of divergence as well.
© Erkki Huhtamo 2002-03
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A very useful source is Michael Brian Schiffer, The Portable Radio in American Life, op.cit.
For the cultural impact of the Walkman, see Shuhei Hosokawa: Walkman-Effect, Berlin: MerveVerlag.
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ABSTRACT

This essay constitutes the epilogue to the forthcoming book Film History as Media
Archaeology – Tracing Digital Cinema, Thomas Elsaesser’s collected essays on media
archaeology. In this essay, Elsaesser reflects upon the previous 25 years of research
into media archaeology, highlighting its methods, terminology and problematic
status as a discipline.
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If Media Archaeology has been a catchword in the fields of film studies and
media studies for almost three decades now, then the amount of attention and
degree of acceptance accorded to it has increased exponentially over the past
ten years. The essays presented in Film History as Media Archaeology – Tracking
Digital Cinema (Elsaesser 2016) cover general reflections and specific case studies written over a period of some twenty-five years, often tackling similar questions, exploring them from different perspectives, but always keeping the focus
of media archaeology on the cinema as an extraordinary mutable phenomenon,
impossible to fix and yet firmly established in our culture and its imaginary for
at least one hundred years. What I want to present here is a recapitulation of
some of the main arguments, by way of an epilogue, which turns out to be also
something of a retrospect, in the sense that Media Archaeology’s own status – as
method, as practice, as a potential discipline – may have to come under scrutiny.
During those twenty-five years, a number of books have been published carrying Media Archaeology in the title, notably Erkki Huhtamo and Jussi Parikka’s
edited volume Media Archaeology: Approaches, Applications and Implications
(2011) and Jussi Parikka’s What is Media Archaeology? (2012). Several books
by Siegfried Zielinski (Audiovisions [1999] Deep Time of Media [2006]) also
consider themselves directly contributing to the question ‘what is media archaeology?’, and so does a collection of essays by Wolfgang Ernst entitled Digital
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Memory and the Archive (2013). In recent years, the number of articles, book
reviews and special issues on Media Archaeology have augmented the scope
and intensified the debate.1
Casting one’s net a little wider, one should add that some of the most
intensely read and extensively reviewed books in recent years, such as Jonathan
Crary’s Techniques of the Observer (1990), Mary Ann Doane’s The Emergence
of Cinematic Time (2002) and Jay David Bolter/Richard Grusin’s Remediation
(1998), as well as Lev Manovich’s The Language of New Media (2001) all breathe
the spirit of Media Archaeology, even where they do not carry the words in the
title or indeed use them in the text.
Such sudden popularity has not gone without discontent, critique and outright rejection, not only from professional archaeologists or, on the other side
of the divide, from social and cultural historians, but also from within the fields
most directly affected and addressed by media archaeology, such as cinema
studies, film history, media studies, media-theory and art history. Without
going into details, one can summarize their disquiet and points of contention by
saying that the problem most keenly felt is that there is no discernible methodology and no common objective to media archaeology.2 And that consequently,
there seems to be no persuasive or pertinent formulation of the problem that
media archaeology is supposed to address, and no specific research agenda by
which its success might be measured or its value assessed.3
The counter-argument by a number of media archaeologists, including
Huhtamo and Parikka, is that this is precisely its strength and value: that the
research is heterogeneous and diverse, that the method is deconstructive and
non-normative, that its aims are to be subversive and resistant, and that media
archaeology is a travelling discipline without fixed boundaries. Such claims
are useful in creating some leg- and elbow- room in the crowded environment
of contemporary media ‘theory’, but they can also look a little overblown, for
instance, when Huhtamo and Parikka assert that ‘a wide array of ideas have
provided inspiration for media archaeology’ and then enumerate: ‘Theories of
cultural materialism, discourse analysis, notions of nonlinear temporalities,
theories of gender, postcolonial studies, visual anthropology, media anthropology, and philosophies of neo-nomadism all belong to the mix’ (2011, 2). This
is giving the enemy (too) much ammunition to snipe with.
One way to clarify this situation was to point to several key thinkers as reference points: Always mentioned are Michel Foucault and Walter Benjamin, and
almost as frequently, the mercurial influence of Friedrich Kittler, even though
Kittler himself strenuously avoided calling what he did media archaeology, at
least during his lifetime. He preferred to ‘drive the human out of the humanities’
(1980). But these writers are helpful in setting up a kind of intellectual duopoly
between a ‘French’ and a ‘German’ paternity for media archaeology which is
further strengthened by pointing to the many areas of overlaps, not least the
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common – in each intellectual tradition differently interpreted – philosophical
legacy of Friedrich Nietzsche and Martin Heidegger.
We saw how media archaeology means different things to different practitioners, but nonetheless, a certain consensus has emerged: besides the discontent with linear narratives of the ‘from … to’ variety, the need to ‘read [media
history] against the grain’, to provide ‘friction’, uncover ‘layers’, ‘probe strata’ and
to ‘dig out’ forgotten, suppressed and neglected histories, there is also a strong
sense/consensus that one should be ‘doing media archaeology’ rather than
merely using it as a conceptual tool. Finally, there is also the suggestion that an
archaeological approach to the past of media (looking at media phenomena in
their material-technical manifestation as fragments of physical and imaginary
worlds no longer available) will clear a perspective: not so much for the use of
the present (where harvesting the past can become an act of appropriation), but
for thinking a different kind of future.4
While sympathetic to almost all of these objectives, and especially interested
in the way media archaeology reconfigures the temporalities of past and future,
I have been less concerned with defining ‘what is media archaeology?’, and
have asked myself ‘why media archaeology (now)?’: thus neither ‘doing’ media
archaeology with original or practical research, nor promoting it as a panacea
for the various problems now besetting the study of cinema. Instead, I have
been inclined to treat media archaeology as a symptom rather than a method, as
a place-holder rather than a research programme, as a response to various kinds
of crises, rather than as a breakthrough innovative discipline, and I am asking
myself to what extent is media archaeology itself an ideology, rather than a way
of generating new kinds of secure knowledge.
This may be an unexpectedly challenging way of closing a book dedicated
to establishing media archaeology as an important research area, but it seems
the only productive way of advancing the debate if media archaeology is to
prove viable. In response to ‘why media archaeology (now)?’ I have offered
three key sites or configurations that have led to its emergence, as well to its
function as a symptom:
(1) The rediscovery of Early Cinema as part of a complex visual culture,
with its own traditions, rules and logic (i.e. presenting itself as a distinct
‘episteme’), which would be seriously misread, if understood merely in
relation to what followed (e.g. as classical narrative cinema’s ‘pre-history’). If treated sui generis, Early Cinema can open up illuminating
perspectives and surprising parallels, especially when viewed from the
present situation of equally rapid changes in the overall media-scape.
(2) The present situation thus provides a second site that favoured a
media-archaeological approach, since digital media, too, confronts
one with several points of rupture and discontinuities that require a
historiographic ‘perspective correction’. Among the points of rupture
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was the swift adoption and quasi-universal acceptance of digital
media across the arts and in daily life. Not just cinema, music or
writing (i.e. the entertainment, education and information media)
took to the Internet and became global, so did business, commerce,
finance and trans-border communication. Equally surprising was that
neo-liberalism and political conservatism adopted the discourse of
‘disruption’ around digital technologies. What once was the rhetoric
of the counter-culture was now ‘business as usual’, because, as usual,
it was (a) business. In the face of this rush into the digital, is media
archaeology hitting the brakes or stepping on the accelerator?
(3) A further site for media-archaeology (in the form of what I call a
‘poetics of obsolescence’) was the entry of moving image-based art in
the museums, galleries and arts spaces generally, coinciding with the
centenary of cinema, with frequent pronouncements of the ‘death of
cinema’, while coming after some sixty years of tense relations, with
often hostile stand-offs between the art world and the film world, and
especially during the ferment of the 1970s even between museums of
modern art and the film avant-garde.
These three sites are very heterogeneous, differently located, and attract uneven kinds of notice in both the academic fields of film and media studies, and
in the public sphere of media reception and perception. Nonetheless, they are
interconnected and at times mutually determining, even in their antagonisms.
For many of us, the rediscovery of Early Cinema began in the mid-1970s.
Often cited is the 34th congress of the Fédération Internationale des Archives
du Film (FIAF) in Brighton in 1978, devoted to ‘Cinema 1900–1906’. One of
the impulses, which made the event so significant, was that it managed to
rally scholarly and public support for the salvage of (nitrate) film material.
Rapidly deteriorating physically, the films from the early decades needed large
injections of funds in order to be properly preserved and to be recognized as
valuable not just for film scholars but as national and international cultural
patrimony. Alongside the archivists who gathered in Brighton, film historians
and film scholars were invited to join, almost for the first time in FIAF’s existence. The rest, as they say, is history – or rather, the rest is ‘media archaeology’.
Because among these scholars were some – Noël Burch, Tom Gunning, André
Gaudreault, Charles Musser (to name only four)5 – who inaugurated paradigm
changes in our understanding of the cinema, and not just its earliest period
and its so-called pre-history. In subsequent years, especially since the 1990s,
annual festivals like the Giornate del cinema muto in Pordenone and Il cinema
ritrovato in Bologna made the study of this period immense fun, intellectually
fertile and (dare I say) internationally fashionable.
The circumstances of its coming properly into view meant that ‘early cinema’ – later renamed ‘the cinema of attractions’ – was not only a descriptive
term, but also polemical in intent and militant in its effect: a militancy that
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media archaeology wanted to inherit, with its claim to counter-histories. Since
traditional film history tended to be linear accounts, relying on ‘organicist’
models of birth, adolescence, maturity, decline and renewal, the first 20 years
of cinema initially fared badly, partly out of ignorance, partly because up to
80% of the films had perished, but partly also because the historiographical
models then in use. These consigned the period – when narrowed down to
a single medium, rather than taking in the entire media-scape – to the stage
of infancy and the status of the primitive. Thus, even the few films that were
known and had survived were de or undervalued, because they were measured
by inappropriate categories, wrong assumptions and false expectations. Given
their focus on one medium, their reliance on conjecture, but perhaps most of all,
their (by no means dishonourable) aim to establish the cinema as a legitimate
art form, historians had much of this early history ‘wrong’, both factually and by
omission. A far too restricted set of causal determinants, a much too narrowly
self-selected cast of players and a disregard for the sophistication and diversity
of the media technologies flourishing in close proximity to the cinema, made
those who identified with the ‘new film history’ or ‘revisionist film history’ feel
they had better ‘start from scratch’.6 Laying the groundwork of what became
media archaeology with respect to the cinema, this new generation of scholars
began rethinking how the cinema had emerged, how many hands and brains
(but also non-human agents and fortuitous factors) had actually been involved
in ‘inventing’ it, and above all, what exactly was it that was invented around
1895 and eventually given the name ‘cinema’. Thus, the ‘great man’ theory of
history was out: Burch and Musser championed the then barely known Edwin
S. Porter over both the world-famous Thomas A. Edison and D.W. Griffith,
while the questions ‘where is cinema’ and ‘when is cinema’ were already raised
from the start.
An example of omission in the service of establishing the cinema as art would
be the implicit teleology of greater and greater realism, and the insistence on
linear narrative (continuity editing and cross cutting) as more ‘natural’ and
‘mature’. Whenever a historian tried to map the cinema’s progress as additive,
i.e. developing from silent and black-and-white to sound and colour, from
rectangular screen to cinemascope and IMAX, and from 2-D to 3-D, a fairly
naive notion of realism was in place.7 Yet, the knowledge that early films were
often in colour, cinema performances were rarely silent, that there were giant
screens around 1900, and there was 3-D (stereoscope) before there was 2-D was
not so much absent, but ignored or suppressed, because an inconvenience to
the ideological project.8 For example, a vivid debate ensued over two versions
of Porter’s Life of an American Fireman (1903), one of which used crosscutting
to drive the action forward, while the other used parallel editing and repetition
to establish distinct points of view. The more linear one, held by the Museum of
Modern Art, turned out to be a later re-edition to make it seem more ‘modern’,
which is to say, more normative in relation to post-Griffith storytelling practice.
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What was lost was the knowledge of the ‘external’ narrative point of view (the
performative or ‘monstrative’ character of early cinema), which for instance,
pointed to the possible presence of a film lecturer, a vital aspect of early cinema
practice, whose textual evidence the well-meant ‘improvements’ obliterated.9
In short, it was not only a matter of more research, preservation of and access
to extant films or freshly verified facts, but new historiographic models were
needed for evaluating this early period: one that could cope with non-linear
developments, with inconsistencies and open questions, with apparent breaks
and dead ends, and which was able and willing to see the cinema within broader
media-formations that could place very different phenomena – as well as the
different media – into specific historical contexts. These contexts were the
emerging and evolving constellations of media use that included all manner
of entertainment venues but also encompassed non-entertainment purposes
for the cinematograph.10 In other words, early cinema studies also dared to ask
whether the cinema had to be defined as a predominantly storytelling medium,
or whether other ways of deploying the cinematic apparatus had also been
important for its history and development. For instance, while the revisionist
historians’ approach was to say: ‘for some problems in film history, it is better
not to watch films’ (in order to draw attention to the industrial, technological and financial infrastructure of cinema as determining factors even for the
development of its aesthetic forms), one of my media-archaeological slogans
was ‘the cinema has many histories, not all of which belong to the movies’ – by
which I meant to make room, among other things, also for re-evaluating the
non-canonical holdings of film archives, including the vast array of scientific
and medical films, of home movies and instructional films. These, in turn,
would prove to be a veritable gold mine for video and installation artists, giving
rise to the different genres of the ‘found footage’ film, the essay film and other
modes of recycling, repurposing and appropriating of the filmic patrimony, the
photographic archive and the cinematic heritage.11
However, even before digitisation had the impact it did, there was sufficient
reason to question the historiographical models in use in film and media studies. While this book has focused on the seismic shifts which the rediscovery
of the first twenty years of the cinema were to force on to film history, by correlating them above all with the equally dramatic changes wrought by digital
media, it should not be forgotten that among the scholars, whom I identified
with the ‘New Film History’ many were applying new research tools, pattern
analytics and cross-media perspectives also to problems and periods other
than early cinema. A field for major revisions was the history of film sound
and the so-called transition to sound in the late 1920s, now seen in context
and competition with radio and the emerging gramophone industry (as also
indicated in several essays in this volume).12
A similar shift in method and perspective occurred in the historiography
of the American cinema of the post Second World War years. The very rapid
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implementation of new technologies in film-making during the late 1940s and
1950s, such as colour, wide-screen formats, new lenses, 3-D, but also hand-held
camera-work and portable audio-recording, along with alternative exhibition
practices such as drive-in cinemas and art-houses, could not be accounted
for with reference to some internal logic of cinema or specific goal-oriented
strategy. The period required a broader media-historical perspective, where
change occurred in response to the competition with television and to other
leisure opportunities provided by the motorcar and portable music devices,
including the transistor radio. Another ‘new film history’ area of reinvestigation which had a major impact, changing our understanding of a whole period
and proving innovative with respect to film historiography, were the decades
between 1965 and 1980. At issue was the vexed question of the demise of the
studio system in the mid-1960s, the emergence of a ‘New Hollywood’ in the
1970s and the resurgence of a new ‘Global Hollywood’ of blockbusters, event
movies and superhero franchises in the 1980s.13
Such uneven developments and contradictory transitions had to be plotted
against the background of both emergency measures and maintaining continuity, rather than following any kind of telos or overall master plan. If the
challenges of television, new business models in the film and media industries,
changes in censorship and state control did not make for a clear causal scheme,
they also did not constitute radical breaks, nor did they suggest media convergence. At first, antagonistic models of competition and rivalry seemed most
appropriate, but as the cinema-television battle mutated into cooperation, division of labour and all manner of ‘synergies’ across the different media through
conglomerate ownership and the pooling of talent and resources (some of which
came down to containing television within a reinvented studio-system), more
sophisticated models of interaction were needed, one of which – that of the
logic of the supplement – I proposed in ‘The ‘Return’ of 3-D’ (2013; reprinted
in Film History as Media Archaeology – Tracking Digital Cinema).14
None of these revisionist historians would call themselves media archaeologists, and yet the pressures to rethink historiography and causality were not
dissimilar. Thus, in some disciplines, such as literature and architecture, but also
cultural studies and media studies, the vocabulary of postmodernism came to
replace Foucault, because it supplanted the discourses of rupture and epistemic
breaks with the ‘softer’ ones of intertextuality and remediation, of pastiche
and allusionism, of emulation and appropriation. These concepts helped to
accommodate (if not always to adequately comprehend) the coexistence of the
different media, their mutual interference and interdependencies, as well as the
surprising kinds of survival and afterlife of film forms and narrative formulas,
the recycling and retrofitting of genres and stereotypes that made the film industry at once so ‘opportunistic’ with regards to its rivals (radio, the music industry,
television) but also so adaptable, with regards to changing tastes and expanding
markets: keeping, for instance, Hollywood’s prestige for (technical) innovation
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high even as it maintained a surprisingly stable practice (with respect to its
product) over close to a hundred years. More than digitization as such (and
in some cases, preceding it), it was the growing interpenetration of cinema,
television and the new media delivery and distribution systems – embodied in
the remote control, the time shifting of the video-recorder and the individual
ownership of a film thanks to the videotape, and later DVD – that demanded
rethinking historiographical models and revising mono-causal explanations
and single-media genealogies.

Media archaeology as crisis management
It should be clear by now that Media Archaeology can also be regarded as a
symptom responding to a number of crises, several of which extend well beyond
the scope of cinema and indeed media in general. Most prominent among these
crises is the loss of belief in ‘progress’, i.e. the critique of the Enlightenment, as it
has been formulated by Max Horkheimer and Theodor W. Adorno’s Dialectics
of Enlightenment (2002), Jean François Lyotard’s The Postmodern Condition
(1984), Jacques Derrida’s critique of logocentrism (Of Grammatology [1976])
and other major European thinkers in the last half of the twentieth century.
Almost every writer’s definitions of Media Archaeology includes an objection to
teleology and linearity, doubts that have their common root in this loss of faith
in unlimited progress and human self-perfection. This philosophical critique
–aligned, as in Lyotard, with the ‘end of [other] grand narratives’ argument –
became conspicuous after the failure of May 68 in Western Europe and almost
commonplace after the collapse of Communism in Central and Eastern Europe
in 1989. In the new millennium, it has turned once more urgent by being linked
to explicitly ecological concerns about the sustainability of the ‘growth and
production’ model of neoliberal capitalism. Flowing from this loss of faith in
progress (but also philosophically distinct from it) is the crisis in history and
causality, which has amplified into a crisis in memory and recall, reflected in
turn in the crisis of narrative and storytelling. More specifically related to the
cinema and to the question I posed in the introduction, namely that film history
as media archaeology also challenges me to ask: ‘what is cinema (good) for’, is
another crisis – the crisis of representation and the image.
As it is one of the purposes of this essay to speculate on the cinema’s place in
the wider scheme of things, I need to comment on one or two of these crises,
hoping to extract from them insights into possible alternative genealogies of the
cinema that media archaeology can point to or delineate. I shall be trying make
good the promise that by approaching the past as an archaeological ‘site’ one
can discover the material remains of bold thoughts, eccentric ideas and brave
hopes that encourage one to entertain the vision of a different future from the
one already prepared, processed and pre-mediated for us.15 Such expectations of
renewal and redemption, of course, reflect the reverse side of the loss of faith in
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progress, namely the pragmatism of cost-benefit calculus, and the hedonism of
living in the here-and-now, substituting itself for those broken, abandoned and
grounded utopias littering the ninteenth and twentieth century, of which media
archaeology imagines itself to be the collector, preserver and place-holder.
I will here briefly dwell on the crisis of causality (as part of a different historiography), and on the crisis of representation (as part of the cinema freeing
itself from its own erstwhile self-definitions). We saw that one of the key characteristics of media archaeology whether centred on early cinema or taking its
cue from digital media was the attempt to break with models of linear history,
which also meant challenging Newtonian notions of causality, where actions
and events are plotted along a single continuum of cause and effect. A Kittlerian
line of attack – extrapolating from Foucault – was to argue that a historiography
that relies on chronological narratives merely reflects the cultural technology
of writing and script, and thus is based on print as its medium, thereby proving
itself not to be universal or necessarily true, but historically determined.16 If
historians have – until quite recently – been reluctant to accept as valid evidence material that could not be presented in the form of written documents
or printed sources, this surely cannot be right for media history, at least not
a media history that encompasses the technical media of cinema, the electric
media of television and telephony, and the electronic-algorithmic media of
the digital era.
At first glance, a break-up of mono-causality would appear to be a liberating moment, one that takes more accurate account of contingency in human
affairs, and of actions having unforeseen consequences. However, the same
logic that tries to overturn linearity by pointing to its technological underpinnings, applies to the philosophical, psychological or political arguments
that favour ‘contingency as our new causality’. They are at least in part also the
superstructural elaborations – the ideology, to use this old-fashioned term – of
the technologies that are now in use and that we are increasingly dependent
upon. On the other hand, such a charge of ideology can overlook the extent to
which changes in our idea of causation are also due to different environmental
challenges or may arise in order to meet specific practical problems, as argued
below.
Underlying the charge of ‘ideology’ would be a version of ‘technological
determinism’. A change in media technology, so the determinist argument
would go, will invariably bring with it a change in models of reality, of the
mind and of the conceptual means by which we interpret both mind and reality.
No universe as a clockwork and God as a watchmaker without the mechanical
timepiece; no Descartes dividing the world into res cogitans and res extensa
without the telescope. By the same reasoning, the contemporary preference for
coincidence and contingency over linear cause and effect chains aligns itself
with such eminently cinematic techniques as montage and the cut, indicative
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of the presence of the cinema (as a media technology), even where it is not
explicitly invoked.
Extending such techno-determinism into the digital, might there also be
suggestive parallels between ‘repetition and difference’ as a way of deconstructing history (as both Gilles Deleuze and Niklas Luhmann have done), and the
manner in which digital images do not follow each other in succession, but
remain the same and are merely ‘refreshed’, with only a portion of the pixels
being replaced with different numerical values? Speaking generally, the use of
causally motivated narrative for rendering and retaining the past in the form
of history is – in media archaeological terms – a relatively recent attainment,17
compared with the much longer prevalence of the memory arts, of history in
the form of myths, allegories, memoirs, sagas and chronicles – all of which often
function in non-linear ways or are conceived as ‘open forms’ that deliberately
avoid mono-causal explanations or proof, in favour of enumeration, reversible
causal relations and the accumulation of emblematic events.18
In this light, certain features of digital culture are not new, but return us to
a previous norm, without replacing linearity or causal chains. Conventional
notions of history as the most accurate accounts of what happened, how and
why (or ‘who did what to whom, when, where and why’) are now in competition
with probabilistic calculations, for which the past is primarily an accumulation of data that can be usefully analysed for recurring patterns, which in turn
are winnowed in order to calculate probable outcomes. Such post-positivist
theories of history thus cut both ways. While they might appear at first glance
to finally take serious account of contingency in human affairs, by seeking to
control or contain it, the discovery of meaningful patterns nonetheless turns
unforeseen consequences retrospectively into causal agents not only in order
to eliminate what might have been, in favour of what has been, but also in
order to predict and pre-empt the future, which makes probability studies or
risk assessment a form of reverse-engineered history. It leaves as unclaimed
residue what is of interest to media archaeologists, making some of them the
‘gleaners’ of technological progress – but to that extent, also dependent on the
data-hungry combine harvesters of the high-tech conglomerates or the security
state. It highlights once more how a media archaeology of the digital is ambiguously poised between serving up the past (to data miners and aggregators)
and preserving the past (for a different kind of future).
Is there a middle way, one that mitigates both the technological determinism and the ideological charge, by taking a more pragmatic approach? Looked
at operationally, causation as we apply it to past events and dignify with the
name of history is nothing other than an organizing principle. Therefore, it
may well be dependent on models of the mind and conceptions of the world
that are themselves dependent on both the tasks at hand and the tools at hand.
If the nature of the phenomena, or the size and quantity of the material that
an ordering principle is supposed to keep under control, changes dramatically,
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the ordering principle itself may have to be adapted or even be replaced altogether. Thus, given that the amount of data now gathered about the world by
cameras, sensors, probes, telescopes, microscopes and similar (digital) devices
has risen exponentially, this poses precisely the problem of whether classical
causality as an organizing principle is still adequate or appropriate. At the same
time, because we can use computers as our organizing machine, we will use
the computer as organizing machine – and computers, as the tools at hand,
seem to be better equipped than humans to deal with contingency and random
access, with correlation and pattern recognition, when faced with such masses
of data and information.
But a change in organizing principle (in this instance, causality) is also a
matter of the tasks in hand. In his account of causality in modern science,
Robin McClintock argues that, up to around 1950, causal explanation dominated research: ‘Researchers looked for causes in an effort to predict effects,
expecting thereby to gain an ‘if-then’ ability to produce desired outcomes. The
results were wondrous in physics, chemistry, biology, and psychology and in
their application through industry, technology, and medicine’ (2002). However,
in the latter half of the twentieth century, scientific research focused on more
complex systems with complicated dynamics: ‘Here causes and effects are both
bi-directional and manifold. The researcher recognizes that numerous phenomena are taking place simultaneously within an extended time and area’
(2002). The problem for the researcher becomes one of modelling this complex system, not only to understand its complexity, but also in some cases to
control it. McClintock lists the study of ‘ecologies, climate changes, environmental pollution, weather, macroeconomics, and large-scale social change’ as
prominent examples. He concludes that ‘The human payoff of these studies is
not in the ability to produce predictable effects through a given action, but the
ability to anticipate complex interactions and to exert adaptive control within
them’ (2002).
Consequently, a media archaeology that starts from the heterogeneous, multidimensional, and multi-directional emergence of cinema, invented simultaneously several times in different locations, such a media archaeology already
reflects the likelihood that today it is easier to work with contingency than with
mono-causal chains and that modelling multiple determinations – or ‘multiple
variables in simultaneous interaction’ – is not only more plausible and part of
the Zeitgeist, but also faster and cheaper. Which means that media archaeology
is not by itself some more objective method or approach to either history or
causality than the methods or approaches that preceded it, but already carries
within itself the very principles it is supposed to investigate, thereby running the
risk of producing not new knowledge per se, but reflecting the prejudices and
preferences of our present age, and thus merely to introduce to this knowledge
new ordering principles, i.e., those of media archaeology.
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It is a point worth keeping in mind as one asks what the most urgent tasks or
most important questions are that media archaeology can tackle with respect
to the cinema today, and also when one hears the complaint I started off with,
namely that media archaeology does not have a proper method, or has not yet
identified clearly enough the problems it is meant to be an answer to. As so
often in the humanities, it is the inherent reflexivity and self-reference – what we
used to understand by the term ‘critique’ – that justifies certain procedures and
approaches, not the problem-solving routines of the hard sciences. Wolfgang
Ernst rightly insists: ‘Media archaeology, which is concerned with techno-cultural processes, is both a self-reflexive method and an archival object of research’
(2013, 41). In this perspective, media archaeology is only one among several
parallel developments, where a discipline becomes reflexive in order to redefine
its object of study, which in this instance includes revisionist film history, counter-factual history, memory studies and trauma theory, as well as ‘the archive’
as a distinct area of inquiry and study in the humanities and philosophy.

Alternative genealogies: Friedrich Kittler
So far, my main concern has been to show how the question ‘why media archaeology now?’ identifies it as a response – by way of discovery, amazement or
shock – to the kinds of ‘otherness’ of early cinema, the ‘newness’ of digital media
and the surprising entry of the moving image in the museum. Whether such
ruptures are to be understood as ‘otherness to ourselves’ and therefore ways of
recognizing and recovering more of the human in humanity, or whether this
otherness is a reminder of our precarious position as a species (meaning that
this very reflexivity, in the form of media archaeology, necessarily speaks from
the position of the post-human) is a question that leads to Friedrich Kittler, the
third thinker who inspired much of what today passes for media archaeology.
Kittler’s project of ‘driving out the human from the humanities’ (die Austreibung
des Geistes aus den Geisteswissenschaften) would point to the latter. The phrase
is introduced by Kittler himself with a passage from the New Testament, where
Jesus is exorcising a ‘legion of demons’ who beg him ‘to send [them] to the herd
of swine, so that [they] may enter them’ (Matthew 8:31). The parable, as used by
Kittler, suggests a post-human vantage point, the demons of the human having
to be chastised and cleansed by means of some drastically ‘unclean’ measures.
Kittler’s remedy for the humanities may thus also point to an alternative genealogy of the cinema, by introducing a radical (‘quick and dirty’) reductionism.
In his Gramophone, Film, Typewriter, Kittler (1999) addresses the question of modern media as a crisis for the human senses, brought about by the
change from print dominance to the audio-visual and the shift from mechanical to electronic transmission. The three analogue media constitute for him a
‘discourse network’ (Aufschreibsystem, literally ‘inscription system’), that has
the exterior character of distinct technologies, but as technologies of hearing,
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seeing and speaking, they are interdependent and intimately related to the
human body and the senses. In Kittler’s view, then, such technologies are not
mere instruments with which ‘man’ (Mensch) communicates, produces meaning and ‘makes sense’ by ‘extending his senses’: rather, such media technologies determine the conditions of what passes as meaning and even decides
what constitutes the human. Thus, discourse networks cannot be grounded in
anthropology or in McLuhan’s concept of the medium as an extension of man.
Seeking to ground materially both Derrida’s critique of speech and Lacan’s
theory of the subject as a function of one’s place in language, Kittler locates
the embodied sensory subject at the intersection of the historically specific
communication technologies that in their discursive arrangements organize
information processing – what David Wellbery calls Kittler’s ‘presupposition
of mediality’ (Wellbery 1990, xiii).
In Kittler’s media analysis, it is the gramophone, not the cinematograph that
provides the basis for rethinking the modern discourse network of the human.
In one sense, he is right: Edison ‘invented’ his kinetoscope – the precursor of
the Lumière cinematograph – after he had developed the phonograph, and he
initially maintained that ‘the kinetoscope would do for the eye what the phonograph had done for the ear’, giving sound recording, also in respect of their
combined function, priority over the mechanical recording of images. But what
is key for Kittler is the fact that both phonograph and cinematograph record
quantities of sense data of ear and eye by technological-mechanical means, i.e.
with a purely technical interface, and this shifted the entire discourse network
ca. 1900. ‘The technological registration of the real entered into competition
with the symbolic registration of the symbolic’ (Kittler 1999, 230). Prior to the
phono/ cinemato-graph,
[…] all data flows had to be cut up, spaced, symbolized, in order to pass through
the ‘gate’ of the signifier: alphabet, grammatology, writing. […] As technological
media, the gramophone and film store acoustical and optical data serially with
superhuman precision. […] They launched a two-pronged attack on a monopoly
that had not been granted to the book until the time of universal alphabetization,
[from which point onwards, writing had the] monopoly on the storage of serial
data. The gramophone empties out worlds by bypassing their imaginary aspect
(signifieds) for their real aspects (the physiology of the voice). For the first time
in human history, writing ceased to be synonymous with the serial storage of
data. (Kittler 1999, 246)

The concept of ‘serial storage of data’ aligns the technologies of sound, image
and writing with digital data and thus establishes the computer as the technology that both completes and supersedes previous storage media:
Sound and image, voice and text are reduced to surface effects, known to consumers as interfaces. Sense and the senses turn into eyewash. Their media-produced
glamour will survive for an interim period as a by-product of strategic programs. Inside the computers themselves everything becomes a number: quantities
without image, sound, or voice. With numbers, everything goes. Modulation,
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transformation, synchronization; delay, storage, transposition; scrambling, scanning, mapping. (Kittler 1999, 1–2)

In this way, Kittler’s emphasis on the recording (the trace), the storage (memory) and the transmission (access) of sensory data privileges the phonograph
and cinematograph (as well as the typewriter, the technology of alphabetization)
over photography.19 From a media archaeological perspective, this is a shrewd
tactical move, because it avoids some of the apparent problems when thinking
the cinema, since the individually framed image with celluloid as its material
support, i.e. the photographic ontology, stand in the way of adequately understanding the cinema in and for the twenty-first century. For Kittler, photography
does indeed belong more to the history of art than media-theory; similarly,
the cinematograph is important less for its iconicity, mimetic properties or
indexicality of place, site and space, but rather because of its indexicality of
time: both gramophone and film were revolutionary media by their capacity of
storing time (what we now call ‘real time’). The crucial point, however, is that
the storage of time as the direct, unimpeded, automated data flow is not only
inimical to art, but also inimical to sense: the cinema is historically significant for
Kittler in that in essence, it is ‘meaningless’: not non-sense, but n-sense (n- here
standing for ‘noise’, ‘neural’ and the n-th degree: the ‘too much’ of sense and for
the senses, i.e. the stimulus overload which the technical media challenge and
tax the human sensorium). Mise-en-scène, montage, compositional aesthetics
etc., would not be part of the cinema’s inherent nature, but a secondary response
– a hysterical symptom or merely a disciplinary reflex – to the cinema’s automatism, now understood as another name for the Lacanian Real.20 Rather than
extracting sense from sensory data, a film’s narrative, genre, style etc., would
constitute ways of imposing sense on n-sense, but always ultimately failing to
quite tame the kinetic presence of the technological Real, or to altogether mute
what Heidegger would call das Grundrauschen der Existenz, the all-encompassing white noise of sheer existence, as captured by the technological apparatus.
Regarding the cinema’s automatism, it will be recalled that film theory has
almost since its beginnings, struggled with this aspect of technological reproduction in the medium. For many film theorists and writers in the 1920s, it
disqualified the cinema as ‘art’, while for a later generation – starting with
André Bazin (and following him, taken up by philosophers such as Stanley
Cavell, Gilles Deleuze and more recently, Rancière, Jean Luc Nancy and Alain
Badiou) – the fact that the cinema could capture, record and store the world
without the intervention of the human mind, the human hand or the human
obsession with finding and making meaning, was precisely what rendered it so
unique and precious. Yet, this very same automatism reminds us of the incontrovertibly technological condition for the cinema to be not just an apparatus
for image-making among other such machines, but also a form of thought,
sine ira et studio, i.e. both disinterested and indifferent, and thereby turns every
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philosophy of cinema, which highlights this automatism, always already into
a form of media archaeology.
Yet, Kittler assertions can be taken further: for him the technical media and
their automatic generation of sensory (sonorous and optical) data puts all symbolic systems – including film philosophy and presumably media archaeology
– into crisis. However, there is an interesting obverse to this, namely that the
cinema has helped this automatism of thought to prestige and prominence (a
feature extensively explored in Gilles Deleuze’s cinema books). On the other
hand, free association and the talking cure (Sigmund Freud’s psychoanalysis)
along with automatic writing (André Breton’s surrealist techniques) could then
be understood as the mimetic responses or rear-guard actions to the uncanny
automatism of the cinematograph. However, for Kittler, such automatisms of
perception, cognition and action are now better served by algorithms and electronic circuits than they are by celluloid or vinyl. It would make the cinema
– along with psychoanalysis – a transitional phenomenon, a historically vital
and valuable, but finally expendable help maiden, on the way to some other
technology that can automate cognitive processes and the calculation of consequences: the computer.

Two kinds of media archaeology
Reading Kittler (against Kittler) for a media archaeology of cinema (for him
mere ‘eyewash’ – a temporary interface between data and the human senses),
is a sharp reminder that there is, perhaps, an insurmountable split between
a film history conducted as media archaeology, such as I have been trying
to explore in the preceding chapters, and a media archaeology that is firmly
dedicated to tracking the arche of the digital.21 The cinema’s archaeo-logic
demands that we materially ground ‘projection’, the ‘screen’, the ‘camera-eye’
in technologies that refer us to the machine age, and as I argued in ‘Cinema,
Energy, Entropy’ (reprinted in Film History as Media Archaeology – Tracking
Digital Cinema), that have to with the transmission and conversion of energy.
For instance, Wim Wenders has Bruno, the projectionist in Kings of the Road,
explain that the inconspicuous Maltese cross is a key device in its relation not
just to the impression of movement, by creating space and interval, but as part
of an energy transfer mechanism that turns circular movement into linearity
through alternation and interruption.22 It also aligns the cinema projector with
the lever escapement mechanism of pocket watches. By contrast, the particular techno-logic of the digital takes us into the realm of electromagnetism. In
writers like Kittler and Ernst, this logic is made up of switches and relays, of
circuits and grids, and is made possible by harnessing electricity and mastering
electromagnetic fields, rather than by mechanical devices arranged in a particular spatio-temporal order, what Stephen Heath calls the ‘very geometry of
[cinematic] representation’ (1976).23 Whereas the cinema comes to life with
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the cut and montage, or the long take and deep space, the digital is animated
and brought to life by a combination of mathematics, logic and linguistics.
The consequence of this split or rift in media archaeology is that from the perspective of the electronic image, as we saw, the cinema has become obsolete,
as obsolete as the mechanical watch has been made by digital time pieces, yet
surviving as ornament and luxury accessory.
Might it be possible if not to heal this rift, to nonetheless come to a better
understanding of why and how it occurred? The stakes are significant: it would,
on the one hand, help answer my question what is/was the cinema (good) for,
and on the other, clarify how the cinema might become, either despite, or
because of its supposed obsolescence, the repository for that different kind of
future that seems to lie at the heart of media archaeology’s utopian aspirations.
In several of the preceding essays, the digital turn of cinema was treated as a
rupture, but not primarily in terms of technology or by juxtaposing the analogue to the digital. Instead, it served as (yet another) reflexive turn in thinking
about the cinema, in a move that displaces and estranges what we think we
know, so that – thanks to early cinema and digital media – we can re-situate
the cinema’s emergence and persistence (along with the impression of obsolescence and marginality) within the wider field of human endeavour. Rather
than forcing the divide between analogue and digital, between the indexical
and the (merely) iconic, the success (and succession) of the digital image in
emulating, enhancing and appropriating the photographic image as one of its
interfaces and ‘special effects’, can be the welcome occasion to rethink the history and purpose of images more generally. One might then ask: is it possible to
locate more precisely the common arche as well as the parting of ways between
the mechanically generated and the electronically produced moving image? It
would give substance to the claim that – in media archaeological terms – we can
retroactively identify the cinema as belonging to several alternative imaginaries and that it is part of several parallel histories. For such a possibility we are
becoming more receptive than we used to be, precisely because we encounter
the cinema today in so many different manifestations, modalities and media:
with the result that the discussion around digital cinema has opened up our
awareness of the past in new ways, and this in turn has generated new impulses
and fresh energies for thinking the cinema’s future.
Traditionally, film historians, when discussing the genealogies or pre-histories of the devices, practices and technologies that have made possible the
‘invention’ of cinema, focus on four strands: the ancient arts of projection
(camera obscura), the history of photography (light-sensitive substances),
the modern developments in optics (telescope, magnifying glasses), and the
peculiarities of human perception when visualizing movement (‘persistence
of vision’). Film theories (of the ‘cinematic apparatus’) add to these the dominance since the fifteenth and sixteenth century of monocular perspectival
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representation in Western art, adopted by the cinema when constraining the
projected image within a rectangular frame.
Concentrating on just some of these factors – the camera obscura, modern
optics and Renaissance perspective– one can draw up a chart of names and
dates, of devices and discoveries that seem to lead, quite naturally and even
inexorably, to the invention of cinema. While perspective projection depended
on the camera obscura, modern optics, as the science of light was re-thought
and consolidated from various Greek and Arab sources by three generations
of mathematicians-astronomers-philosophers.24 Some such chronological
sequence of names and events tends to make up the conventional narrative,
with brilliant men passing on their discoveries to each other. In the process,
they consolidate diverse observations and theories, refine practical gadgets and
perfect scientific tools, until the various strands converge, to produce serviceable prototypes or recognizable antecedents of what we are ultimately interested
in, namely the projector and the cinématographe, a combination of the magic
lantern and photographic camera.
The ‘archaeological’ approach proceeds differently, presuming neither inevitability nor convergence. Instead, it emphasizes the heterogeneity of the cinematic apparatus, as hinted at by the discontinuous and improbably surreal
assemblage of magic lantern, and photographic camera, driven by mechanisms
borrowed from the machine gun and the sewing machine, using strips of cellulose, first developed for gunpowder, as well as a potentially lethal cocktail of
assorted chemicals.
What an archaeology might also highlight are a number of tensions and
contradictions embedded in the cinema as we know it, along with the complex
genealogies of sound, which a shift in attention resituates or even resolves, but
now within an enlarged context or extended time frame. One such inherent
tension, for instance, is the very set-up of the cinematic apparatus, and stems
from the fact that the light emanating from the movie projector or beamer
extends and scatters over a wide area: it fills the given space in varying degrees
of density and intensity, not unlike sound which also ‘fills a space’. However, in
order to achieve an ‘image’ this light has to be re-absorbed by a black surround
and a rectangular frame, thus countering the scatter-effect by bundling the light
and redirecting it towards the carefully delimited part of the overall space that
is the screen. Without such a frame, off-screen space would not be possible and
the entire theory of suture would not have the hold that does or did have on
certain film theories. More generally, with screens today often so large that the
image actually or potentially exceeds the human field of vision, this constraint
inherent in the traditional cinema screen loses its normative status and becomes
more noticeable as a historical convention hiding a contradiction.
Furthermore, such unbounded images, projected – thanks to the technology
first developed for anti-aircraft search lights – on any surface whatsoever, open
up the possibility of retroactively returning to a long-standing practice among
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the arts of projection that appeared to have become obsolete with the arrival of
the cinema, namely the phantasmagorias of the late eighteenth and nineteenth
century of, among others, Paul Philidor and Etienne-Gaspard Robertson.25 This
practice, once so prevalent and popular – and a highly significant metaphor for
a philosopher such as G.W. Hegel – has been known to film historians, and is
regularly mentioned in passing. However, it has only achieved the status of a
‘neglected’ tradition worth revisiting since our own visual environment once
more resembles phantasmagoria spectacles.26

Mobility, portability, commodity
However, another tension that is also not unknown, but often ignored is how
the cinema inscribes itself in the long history of making images mobile and
portable, which takes us back to Renaissance Italy, the secularization of image
making and the establishment of a market for pictures, in the way that other
goods are manufactured on demand and marketed. The move from fresco walls
to oil painting is a complex one, with far-reaching consequences, which among
other things proves that such transitions and transformations are neither linear
nor gradual. One simple point to make is that a mobile picture can become a
commodity, be bought and sold, traded and transported, owned and displayed
in ways and places quite different from a mural commissioned by a monastery
or a church. This process of mobility and portability affected both size and
subject matter, but it also determined the mode of representation and made
special sense of monocular perspective, reinforcing the spectator’s single point
of view, as if to ‘anchor’ the image via the sight-lines, as if to compensate for
the picture’s sudden mobility and variability in physical space.
Photography is, of course, the medium that has most decisively intensified
these ‘economic’ aspects of image making and image trading, and accelerated
the mobility of images, as well as the ‘trading places’ between mechanical images
and mass produced objects in the form of commodities. The interesting question – which I raised in the introduction – why did the moving image rely so
heavily on photography, when electronic image making and image transfer
was already so close technologically and so speculatively fantasized, might
here find an answer of sort. The cinema, as a photographic medium, was able
to inherit and to exploit both traditions – that of wall paintings or murals,
and that of miniature and oil-printing, combining the advantages of size and
extension provided by an image-wall with the framed and centred view of the
oil painting, as well as the attention to detail and close-up inherent first in the
miniature, and later in the photograph.
Yet, while getting the best of all possible image worlds, the cinema also
embedded another tension in its dispositif, so that the different parameters of
fixed and mobile, of the focused gaze and the wandering eye had to be renegotiated and played off against each other. It required the moving image to leave
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the cinema theatre and make its way into the gallery space, for us to become
once more acutely aware of these parameters, so that a video and installation
artist like Bill Viola can, as it were, rediscover for his films the Christological
drama of the triptych altar piece of the Gothic cathedral and reinvent the interior of Giotto’s Scrovegni chapel in Padua for his Going forth by Day (2002) at
the Guggenheim Museum in New York. By a paradox that perhaps only the
media archaeologist can fully appreciate, contemporary art has rediscovered
the unique aesthetic value of location and site-specificity, which artists sacrificed at the point in time when images became secular, and the need to create a market required mobility: patrons and site specificity versus market and
mobility would appear to constitute trans-historical variables, when it comes
to the status of images.
The increased-mobility-and-circulation argument about images since the
‘invention’ of easel painting, and thus their closer alignment with commodities
which can be traded, owned and possessed, is also a thesis advanced by Fredric
Jameson in his essay ‘The Existence of Italy’ (1992), and similar reflections can
be found in John Berger’s Ways of Seeing (1972) (see also Buckland 1997). What
this means for a genealogy of the cinema is that the circulation and mobility of
images in the form of framed pictures turns them into physical objects, while
the material objects depicted become immaterial representations – a move
often commented on in connection with Dutch still-life paintings (the ‘pronk’
pictures of the 1660s–1690s), where food and precious objects are arranged
and displayed in ways that shop windows were to exhibit luxury goods in the
grand department stores on the boulevards of Paris or on New York’s Park
Avenue. Across a two-hundred-year gap, then, the cinema around 1900 would
be taking up this Dutch art of transubstantiation, ‘remediating’ it from painting,
photography and the shop-window display, to film, tableau and the moving
image.27 Indeed, cinema would thus not only be a storytelling medium, but
function also as a mediator that prepares and reshapes the physical world as
image, picture and spectacle, in a process that only intensified and accelerated
throughout the twentieth century, leading a political film-maker like Farocki
(2004) to concede that even his kind of critical cinema inevitably contributed
to ‘making the world superfluous’ as images absorb the real in the very act of
representing the real.
It is no secret that Hollywood movies are (among many other things) the
site, the engine and emblem for franchising, brand advertising and continually
repackaging The American Dream, but the admission of making the world
superfluous also targets documentarists, and any film-maker who forces the
real world (and real people) to compete with (their screen) images. The two
essays on the ‘Rube’ in the present collection speak to the issue of object-hood
and commodity, each with a different focus, but both concerned with the relation of sight to touch, of eye to hand, of gazing to grasping, as well as with the
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fascination and fetish-function that the cinema inaugurates and colludes with,
as it intervenes in the world and interacts with the spectator.28

Geometrical optics and physiological optics
Important in the ‘from … to’ linear narrative I have just sketched – from fresco
wall and mural to oil painting, from easel painting in the studio to the easel al
fresco in the landscape, from portable easel to portable photographic camera,
and from portable photographic camera to the Lumières’ cinematograph – is
to note the mobility of the image and the automation of its registration, but
also what resists this progression. Obstinately holding mobility in check, containing, focusing and fixing it within the image is the single point of view, itself
subjected and directed by the rules of monocular representation, but also, one
could argue, specifically introduced to act as a counterpoint. Insofar as we
associate the cinema with this Renaissance model of perception and argue that
this single point of view reinforces both bourgeois individualism and a strict
subject–object division, we may want to hold on to the notion that the cinema
based on an unresolved contradiction. Is it going to be resolved, now that our
contemporary media landscape (of multiple screens, both big and small, both
indoors and out in the open) and our contemporary media use (watching
movies on our smart-phones, using YouTube and Vimeo or Hulu and Netflix
as our video store) encourage us, indeed oblige us to adopt multiple points of
entry and access (if not points of view), to be multi-tasking and to be flexible
both in our object-relations and our subjectivities?29 To be held in thrall by the
double geometry of linear narrative and monocular perspective is now experienced more palpably as the arbitrary constraint it has always been, merely
by the fact that other modes of interacting with moving images have become
so readily available, and have found so little resistance in becoming habitual
and commonplace.30
Yet, this is not the only conclusion one can reach. There are ways of thinking about the cinema, outside the constraints of the cinematic apparatus, and
past the apparent blockage that the ontology of photography has created for
post-photographic cinema. Philosophically, it has been the revival of phenomenology on a broad front, which is symptomatic of the blockage, as it attempts to
address the limits of the fixed geometry of representation. Yet media archaeology, too, should be able to rise to the challenge and offer an alternative genealogy, which grounds the cinema differently, and shows how there are genealogies
that can help us formulate such an alternative.
For instance, in what might seem to be a counter-intuitive and even counter-factual move, one can enlist Bazin – champion of cinematic automatism,
proponent of the ontology of the photographic image, and counted among the
phenomenologists of the cinema – as also an eminent media archaeologist of a
cinema, for whom photography is only one possible physical and metaphysical
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support.31 As recent scholarship has shown, there are many more Bazins, and
one of them has always proposed plausible arguments for regarding the cinema as part of a very long history of human preoccupation with mortality and
death, under the dual heading of preservation and afterlife. The cinema for
Bazin belongs to the same spiritual urge, fed by anxiety and dread, out of which
humans have wanted to preserve the dead, by mummifying them. Reminding
his readers, among other instances, also of the Turin shroud, Bazin insisted
on the cinema’s role as trace and index, in the way that plaster casts and death
masks preceded photography and at the same time were continued by photography, even to the point of eventually using the same negative–positive reversal
in order to preserve the uncanny likeness of human beings after death, fixing
their faces and expressions as if they were alive. The cinema – defined in this
way – is both very ancient and very modern, and therefore, as long as human
beings fear death and wish for an afterlife that is both immanent and tangible,
the cinema will persist and survive. Bazin’s film history as media archaeology, in
other words, makes room for a genealogy that embeds the cinema in a history
of opacity rather than transparency, of material objects like an envelope or a
cast, rather than identifying it solely with a view to be contemplated and as a
window on the world.
In Bazin, these alternatives do not preclude each other, but exists side by
side. Similarly, I believe it should be possible to develop a media-archaeological
account, from which analogue cinema and digital cinema, can be seen to be
equally valid if differently weighted ways of understanding both the material
basis of cinema and its different manifestations over time, so that apparent
‘returns’ – such as the ‘return’ to site specificity, the ‘return’ of 3-D, or the ‘return’
of phantasmagoria as installation, and of the diorama as triptychs of multiple
plasma screens – need not be plotted on a chronological timeline and therefore
need not be seen as returns at all, but instead, appear as ever-present resources
that film-makers and artists are able to deploy as options and possibilities. Once
again, however, media archaeology appears in its ambivalent role as symptom:
on the one hand, it suggests a freeing up of historical inevitability in favour
of a database logic, and on the other hand, it turns the past into a self-service
counter for all manner of appropriations.
Can film history benefit from media archaeology opening up parallel trajectories that do not split analogue from digital, but assign epistemological
stringency also to today’s seemingly hybrid cinema? We might start with the
nature of light itself, its propagation through space, its absorption by physical
bodies, and its perception by a sentient subject. The discussion might take
us to the Dutch Republic around 1650, when a young Christiaan Huygens,
brilliant mathematician and indefatigable experimenter, was writing a study
of probability calculus, which already in 1657 challenged linearity as causal
organizational principle.32 Acquainted with professional lens grinders such as
Baruch Spinoza and Antoni van Leeuwenhoek, both of whom made significant

202

T. Elsaesser

advances in constructing better microscopes and telescopes, Huygens in 1659
sketched the first drawings of a working magic lantern. Interested throughout
his life in the science of light and projection, he devoted a considerable amount
of his research to elaborating what was then a minority view, namely the ‘wave’
theory of light.33
Huygens discussed optics also with Isaac Newton, and knew about the controversy between Newton and Robert Hooke over the properties of light (wave
or particle). Given Newton’s towering reputation, it was assumed that Newton
was right (i.e. light is made up of particles that travel in straight lines), and for
many practical purposes (including the projection of a transparent slide) the
particle theory of light seemed both confirmed and adequate. Yet, as we know,
the nature of light never became an either/or, open-and-shut case, and today
the particle-or-wave argument is one – albeit simplified –way of distinguishing
between two kinds of optics: a geometrical optics and a physical or physiological
optics. It is geometrical optics (where light travels in rays along straight lines,
and may be absorbed, reflected and penetrate transparent surfaces) which by
and large underpins our traditional genealogy of the cinema, implying that from
the magic lantern, as developed by Athanasius Kircher, a direct and uninterrupted evolutionary line leads to the cinematograph and thus to the cinematic
apparatus, i.e. what I have referred to as the fixed geometry of representation.
As someone who brought together in his thinking innovative (and alternative)
theories of light and interference with even more avant-garde theories of contingency and probability, Huygens would seem to deserve a recognizable place
in today’s media archaeology of both cinema and the digital media.
The first in modern times to challenge geometrical optics from a Foucaultinspired perspective was Jonathan Crary in Techniques of the Observer (1990), a
media archaeological account in all but name, by an art historian, documenting
the diversity and heterogeneity of visual culture in the nineteenth century. In
a perceptive review, Tom Gunning highlights the book’s significance for film
theory and film history:
Crary’s originality lies in interrelating [the romantic valuation of the subjective
and the embodied] to the nineteenth century’s technical investigation of the physiology of perception. The model for perception no longer parallels the rational
and disembodied vision of the camera obscura but rather founds itself on an
actual examination and, in Foucault’s sense, discipline of the physical organs of
the senses. (1992, 52)

Crary, however, not only compares scientist’s account of perception with artists’
experiments with different ways of seeing. It is pre-cinematic devices such as
the phenakistoscope, or the hand-held stereoscope – popular pastimes that
were once found in almost every bourgeois home – that hold the key to the
changed physiological optics. As Gunning notes:
The ‘philosophical toys,’ devices that produced optical illusions of motion or
three-dimensionality, resulted directly from these physiological investigations,
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usually as demonstrations of recently discovered properties of vision. In contrast
to the camera obscura, such devices claimed no access to a stable reality. Rather,
the realism they produced fascinated observers precisely through its illusory
power, recreating a realistic simulacrum independent of an actual referent. The
physiology of the eye, the body of the observer herself, produced the superimposed images of the thaumascope, the apparent motion of the phenakistoscope,
or the three-dimensional illusion of the stereoscope. Instead of an image of the
tangible exterior world created by the reassuring illumination of sunlight, these
visual devices cast light on the dark processes of the body, the ability of perception to be manipulated divorced from an actual referential reality. […] Crary’s
thesis breathtakingly ruptures the myth that three-dimensional illusionism [of
Renaissance perspective] has a constant ahistorical significance. (1992, 52)

Crary’s rehabilitation of physiological optics as having existed throughout the
nineteenth century alongside geometrical optics (with the most popular optical
toys and vision machines being based on physiological optics) would constitute a first step also in understanding how and why, in contemporary cinema
(and film studies), there is a strong tendency to think of spectatorship once
more in terms of embodied perception (i.e. immersivity, interactivity, tactility).
However, while most film theorists proposing such a ‘turn’ to embodiment,
support their case either with the ‘return’ of phenomenology (Merleau Ponty)
or by applying theories developed in the cognitive sciences (Antonio Damasio’s
writings about the ‘embodied mind’, for instance), the media archaeological
argument would derive such a notion of embodiment both from the contrasting, complementary and still debated theories of optics, which first divided the
minds in the late seventeenth and early eighteenth century, precisely when the
magic lantern became a popular source of entertainment, and from the evidence
adduced by Crary, that embodied perception in the form of physiological optics
was the default value of much of nineteenth-century visual culture. Giving equal
weight to physical optics, alongside geometrical optics in a media archaeology
that seeks to excavate alternative genealogies of cinema would therefore be in
line with the argument that contemporary cinema is best understood in terms
of embodiment – even without invoking digitization or the digital media as
the main determinant.
In other words, once monocular perspective – the prime symbolic form
that gave geometric optics its normative status – is no longer the default value
of our ways of seeing and our modes of representation, one begins to discover
ample evidence which suggests that in the history of visual media, there have
been vision machines, optical toys and para-cinematic devices that are either
explicitly based on, or implicitly acknowledge physiological optics, as opposed
to geometrical optics. Extending Crary’s argument, one could say that a physiological optics rather than geometric optics as starting point makes room also
for considering the cinema more in terms of energy and intensity, with images
regarded as emanations and presences, rather than as iconic likenesses or ‘representations’. This, I have done in several of the preceding essays, albeit on the
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theoretical basis more of Whitehead and Benjamin than Hooke or Huygens.
Likewise, a wave theory of light also brings the image into closer proximity
with sound, with sonic spaces and sound-design, long recognized as one of the
key changes that has transformed mainstream cinema since the mid-1970s and
continues to shape today’s film experience, as discussed in ‘The “Return” of 3-D’.
Retroactively, Walter Ruttmann’s theory of the ‘optical wave’ (as discussed in the
chapter on Ruttmann in Film History as Media Archaeology – Tracing Digital
Cinema), also fits into this line of thought, underscoring his importance for
a media-archaeology of the cinema that pays appropriate attention to sound.
(See also Cowan 2014.)
A name that comes up in Crary, as well as in my discussion of energy and
entropy, is that of Hermann von Helmholtz, who – in this conjuncture – might
well emerge as a key figure, in whose work the different media-archaeological accounts of the cinema intersect. Helmholtz is the author of the foundational treatise of physiological optics, the Handbuch der physiologischen Optik
(1867) as well as a study of the physiological basis of music, Die Lehre von den
Tonempfindungen als physiologische Grundlage für die Theorie der Musik (1863).
Helmholtz was also a crucial figure, along with Maxwell-Clark, Faraday and
Hertz, in analysing electromagnetic fields, and thus, in laying not only some
of the groundwork that harnessed electricity for the generation of energy as
both labour and light, but also for electronics – another way of controlling
electricity, in the form of circuits, switches and relays – as the basis of signal
and information processing, as well as radio- and telecommunication. Given
the dependence of the digital image on precisely these functions and properties of electricity, it may offer the opportunity to align the complementary
fields of physiological optics with those electromagnetic theories of circuits and
relays, where waves, interference, diffusion and diffraction, as well as energies,
perturbations and intensities play a significant role. Almost all of the physics
that has made possible the Internet, Wi-Fi and satellite transmission relies on
sophisticated versions of the wave theory of light and on electromagnetism. It
therefore makes sense to think of the moving image as sharing some of these
properties as well: not only reaching the retina and stimulating the ocular
nerves, but also affecting the other senses, impacting and enveloping the body,
now considered as a total perceptual surface, and receptive to the energy fields
that surround it and into which it is immersed.
For instance, blockbuster films at the multiplex increasingly depart from the
framed view, affording the spectator neither a fixed horizon nor images at the
human scale: think of Avatar, Life of Pi, Gravity or Interstellar: deep space, the
earth’s oceans or other planets seem merely the narrative pretext for altering our
spatial coordinates in order to re-calibrate perception by disorienting vision.
At the micro-level, a similar tendency operates in inverse: the image comes too
close, both visually and viscerally, for the viewer to gauge scale or to keep her
distance: ‘goPro aesthetics’, i.e. small cameras as used in certain documentary
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films (I am thinking of the Canadian film Leviathan, immersing us in deep sea
fishing), frequently reinforce and exploit these possibilities, inherent in the digital image, of conveying tactile sensations and haptic qualities, and thereby make
the image appeal to the sensorial register of touch and the sensitivity of skin.
As examples of physiological optics, such films not only render images more
tactile, but also fill the space and are absorbed by our senses through their highly
elaborate spatial sound design. Through this surround sound, we receive sensory information not only from all directions but also to different parts of our
body – the ear, of course, but also the skin and the solar plexus, which means
that the main organ of perception is no longer the centred eye of Renaissance
perspective with everything aligning along the visual cone, but a different kind
of scanning of the optical as well as the sensory field, leading to an involvement of the body. It is in this sense that the whole body becomes a perceptual
surface – eyes, ears, skin, belly, fingers. Realignments of the (embodied) mind
and (perspectival) space might well be one of the indications that, with regard
to vision, a different episteme is about to establish itself right across culture,
from avant-garde film to installation art to mainstream cinema.

Media archaeology as the ideology of the digital?
One of my main arguments for media archaeology not only as the most appropriate contemporary form of historical research, in that it is of its time and for its
time, but more specifically the argument for a film history as media archaeology
would be that since the beginning of the twenty-first century, our visual culture
has undergone several kinds of change. And while on the surface it seems to be
connected to, and even ‘caused’ by the digital turn, the closer look and a wider
horizon, i.e. a media archaeological perspective, suggests that this ‘turn’ is also
a ‘return’ to an earlier engagement with images, except that ‘return’ implies a
linear sequence, which media-archaeology explicitly sets out to ‘upturn’ and
to distribute spatially rather than chronologically.
Does this help us answer the initial question: what is or was the cinema
(good) for? I tried to make an argument that, for much of its history, the cinema
has not only served as the prime storytelling medium of the twentieth century,
but also greatly accelerated the mobility and circulation of images as pictures
of the world, and thereby aided the commodity status of objects as images and
images as objects. These (ideological) functions, however, have now largely
been taken over by different media configurations (television, the Internet) and
the respective institutions and corporate entities that control and own them. It
thereby ‘frees’ the cinema for other purposes and functions, so that its ‘obsolescence’ may be the more overdetermined, but also the most appropriate name
for this ‘freedom’ – not from practical use, but from ideological servitude. Yet
this freedom, which I have epitomized as a ‘poetics of obsolescence’ may also
have a hidden underside, as it were, which can take several forms:
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First, media archaeology, despite the brave calls for going against the grain,
for making a last stand against the tyranny of the new, for digging into the past,
in order to discover there an as yet unrealized future, nonetheless does not
escape our culture’s most prominent pathology: the need to preserve the past,
to fetishize ‘memory’ and ‘materiality’ in the form of trauma and loss, even as
we lose faith in history and make our lives evermore dependent on the ‘virtual’.
Second, media archaeology has carved out a disciplinary niche for itself
in media studies and the field of new media of the 1990s, because it offered a
historical perspective that countered the claimed memory-loss of digital media
and what Wendy Chun calls ‘the enduring ephemerality’ of Internet culture. In
this sense, the insistence on the relevance of the old and obsolete may well be
the necessary double of the celebration of the new we have been living. After
all, obsolescence is a term that belongs to the discourse not only of capitalism
and technology, but speaks from the position of relentless innovation and ‘creative destruction’: which cannot but include media archaeology as part of the
ideology of digital media.
Thirdly, media archaeology, especially in the realm of media art, has been
instrumental in promoting the notion that everything, which used to be nonart can become art. This is not altogether new, because it is the axiom at the
heart of conceptual art and pop art from Marcel Duchamp to Andy Warhol.
Yet it, too risks being merely the flip-side of the general appropriation of the
past for the benefit of our corporate future, and thus merely the lure or bait
that the beauty of the no-longer-useful holds out, instead of being the resisting
reminder of unfulfilled potential and the reservoir of utopian promise, which
is how Benjamin regarded the objet trouvé in his essays on Surrealism and
photography.34
The consequence is that a media archaeology considering itself cutting-edge
in the contemporary art world, is not only a proxy avant-garde, but allows
every past scientific experiment, or pseudo-scientific practice, every failed
media device, every obsolete technology, every disproven theory, and every
mad hatter’s invention to be revived as ‘art’ or recycled as ‘vintage’ and ‘classic’.
Museums and art spaces are reverting to the curiosity cabinets from which
they emerged in the nineteenth century, repeating the imperial and colonizing
gesture of the collector of captured exotica, except that the wonders of nature
and the noble savages of bygone times are now the remnants of the industrial
revolution, of the first machine age, of consumer culture – which includes the
cinema, as that age’s ‘last machine’ (Hollis Frampton). Might it be that ‘culture’
and ‘art’ are in the process of usurping industry and technology, rather than the
other way round (as T.W. Adorno and others had predicted and feared)? In the
face of an electronic present that exceeds us at every turn and eludes our grasp,
media archaeology in art spaces becomes symptomatic of the material fetishes
we require, in order to reassure ourselves of our material existence, or rather:
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in the mirror of these media machines’ sculptural objecthood we can mourn
and celebrate our own ephemerality and obsolescence.
Making a fetish of obsolescence would thus be part of media archaeology’s
ideological function, by giving digital media not only a pedigree, but also a
‘soul’, allowing the nostalgic appropriation of anything that preceded it. The
digital is such a powerful lure, not merely because it thinks it owns the future,
and can accommodate every past, and not merely because it puts an end to
the humanities and enlightenment humanism, itself endlessly critiqued and
deconstructed since Nietzsche and Heidegger. The digital is such a lure because
it promises to put an end to the human as we know it, which is to say, an end
also to the human condition – including our individual finitude.
Who can tell the promise from the threat? Even a media archaeology that
recognizes itself as yet one more symptom of how our current way of life is
unsustainable, both morally and ecologically, or thinks of itself serving as the
emergency break on the express train that is travelling on a bridge to nowhere,
does not escape the risk of merely being the whistle that blows off steam. On
the other hand, a media archaeology that promotes itself as a materialist epistemology of knowledge reflects the awareness that all knowledge (of self and the
world) is henceforth (or as Kittler would say, has always been) technologically
mediated. Therefore, the epistemological bases of how we know what we know,
of what is evidence and what is presence, of what is material and what is embodied, of what is dead and what alive – all these (ultimately ‘ontological’) questions
must be put to the media technologies that surround us. Their study cannot be
reduced to the engineering blueprint of their mechanisms, nor is their meaning
to be sought solely in their use, since so much of what makes us human would
seem to be baked into them, if we follow Benjamin, Foucault or Kittler. It gives
media archaeology – as the determinate ‘reading’ of these technologies, in the
spirit of recovering the fantasies sedimented in their functions, and reviving
the aspirations embedded in their design – the status of an allegorical device,
by which the human and the machine interpret, but also interpenetrate, each
other. The more ‘life’ becomes ‘designed’ (while reality becomes ‘virtual’ and
‘intelligence’ becomes ‘artificial’), the more ‘art’ has to include ‘non-art’ and be
‘life-like’: glitchy, object-oriented and un-intended (or: failure prone, thingy,
random and contingent). Such ‘allegorical’ archaeology epitomizes the two-way
street between humans and machines, encapsulating their mutual compatibility.
What my brief example of geometrical optics and physiological optics as
being two sides of the phenomenon of light, with both optics feeding into
what we know as ‘cinema’, wanted to show was how a binary divide might be
overcome by enlarging the context, as it were, and extending the horizon. It
does not dissipate the fundamental ambivalence of media archaeology, but gives
this ambivalence its place as placeholder (of the human). As the discourse that
shadows the digital (indeed as the discourse secreted by the digital), but also
resists the digital, media archaeology is the symptom of the disease of which it
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also hopes to be the cure: deconstructing and reconstructing the human after
the digital and through the technological.
It is in the interstices of such a media-archaeology that our view of the
cinema of the twenty-first century is taking shape. Having handed over its
primarily ideological functions to television and the Internet, cinema is ever
more part of life, which is to say, ever more omnipresent, filling not only each
available screen, but every accessible space: becoming invisible, as it were, by
virtue of its ubiquity. In this respect, Hollywood event-movies are in full alignment with the digital culture in which they thrive and with the futures this
culture presumes to own.35 We seem to have come full circle: digital cinema
revives and reinstates nineteenth century physiological optics, ‘harking back
to’ phantasmagoria spectacles, to panoramas and dioramas, bridging the divide
between interior and exterior, and creating perceptions that augment or add
reality to the world, rather than represent or reflect the tangible realities of the
world. Sidelined, though not suppressed are geometrical optics, which – ever
since Descartes and Locke defined ‘man’ by a strict subject-object divide –
indexed the camera obscura as the most appropriate metaphor for the rational
mind. Emulated by the cinematograph, the optics of the camera obscura led
the cinema (with the exception of the brief period of early cinema, when a film
like The Big Swallow could swallow up not just the cameraman, but the entire
episteme of geometrical optics) towards the disembodied eye and the mobile
view, useful ideological tools, as we saw, for both dominance and discipline. If
the cinema’s digital reincarnation seems to ‘undo’ all this by once more giving
the spectator both body and sight, and the image both volume and site, it is
helpful to remind oneself that we are dealing not with antagonistic or incompatible systems, but with the dual manifestations of light itself, complemented
by the (aural and visual) genealogies of imprint and trace, of index and signal.
On the other hand, the cinema’s purported obsolescence, initially debated
around the nature of indexicality, photographic and post-photographic, but
now put in the wider context of instantaneity, interactivity and simultaneity, by
a media archaeology focused on television and the electronic media, also means
that the cinema’s freedom from ideological tasks – its indifference, its inoperativeness, its uselessness – can also be assigned a different value. This value
dovetails with the moving image’s increasing importance for museums and
galleries, given that one of the traditional conditions of an object or a practice
for entering the art space is its ‘autonomy’ and thus its freedom from practical
uses and its independence from instrumentalization: the post-photographic
obsolescence of a certain (idea of) cinema would thus converge with a newly
acquired status as ‘art’, at least within the definitions of art as conventionally
formulated.
Film history as media archaeology can thus be understood as also a way of
readying the cinema for this special kind of inoperativeness, the one we associate with art. In other words, film theorists do not have to claim for the cinema
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the status of art a priori, as they have so often done since the 1920s, with the
consequence that – as the study of early cinema has shown – in pursuit of this
ideological project, vital aspects of the cinema’s history and pre-history were
suppressed, ignored and even distorted. Instead, the cinema in the twenty-first
century has become art: now in Walter Benjamin’s sense of something taken
out of circulation, thereby preserving, accumulating or setting free energies
inherent in the useless and in the free play of the disinterested. Such a dimension
of art would have emerged out of the medium’s material histories, treated as
allegorical archaeology, rather than floating above history in the timeless realm
of the beautiful and the true. Here, too, a circle seems to complete itself: Media
archaeology, initially indifferent or even opposed to the question of whether the
cinema was an art form, turns out – under the conditions of a digital culture, to
which it partly owes its existence – to provide the arguments for the cinema to
assume the historical as well as theoretical status of art, assuring it of a future
thanks to its being an intermezzo, a detour and obsolete. Does this answer my
question ‘what is the cinema (good) for’? Probably not in any exhaustive way,
and possibly not even to anyone’s satisfaction: but hopefully it supplies enough
‘conceptual friction’, enough ‘reading against the grain’ and ‘food for thought’
to put the question on the agenda.

Notes
1. 
See the overview essay by Wanda Strauven (2013), but there are several searching
book reviews of Erkki Huhtamo and Jussi Parikka’s Media Archaeology (2011),
while the journals Equinox: Journal of Contemporary Archaeology, 2 (1) (2015),
on Media Archaeologies, and View: Journal of European Television History and
Culture, 4 (7) (2015), on Archaeologies of Tele-Visions and -Realities, have
published special issues.
2. 
Reviewing Zielinski’s Deep Time of the Media (2006) and Huhtamo/Parikka’s
Media Archaeology (2011), Simone Natale comes to the conclusion that there ‘is
a substantial methodological anarchy, which is often characteristic of the work
of media archaeologists. [… Huhtamo and Parikka] confirm the impression
that media archaeology should be regarded as quite a heterogeneous set of
instruments and inspirations to be used by historians of media, rather than as a
coherent theory about the development and history of media technologies. […]
However, this choice also brings some risks: by merging media archaeology with
a wide range of perspectives in contemporary media history, one ultimately risks
losing the significance of this approach – as when you dilute a small amount of
salt in a much too large pot of water.’ Natale (2012), 526–527.
3. 
Even someone as sympathetic as Garnet Hertz has major misgivings: ‘does
media archaeology as a displacement of the notion of media run the danger
of making media archaeology even more marginal? Does displacement glorify
the trivial, unfinished, and irrelevant without providing a synthesis? Part of
the reason I ask this is that I see some of the same problems within the history
of media arts practice: reveling in obscure technologies, projects continually
stuck in prototype mode, and work that lacks a connection to ‘real world’ issues
and politics. […] What is the value in being uncategorizable? Isn't part of the

210

T. Elsaesser

task of mobilizing sidelined objects and discourses to make them legible and
understood?’ (Hertz 2010).
4. 
Siegfried Zielinski’s anti-establishment instincts are particularly offended by
the imperial gesture of revolution and innovation with which digital media
promote themselves: ‘[…] judged to be a revolution, entirely comparable in
significance to the Industrial Revolution […] every last digital phenomenon and
data network [is] celebrated as a brilliant and dramatic innovation’ (Zielinski
2006, 8).
5. 
Key figures that made the Brighton conference possible were in fact from an
older generation, notably David Francis (from the National Film Archive,
London) and Eileen Bowser (from MoMA, New York). Also present were John
Fell (San Francisco State), John Gartenberg (MoMA), Paul Spehr and Martin
Sopocy (Library of Congress). Among the younger generation, Tom Gunning,
Charles Musser (and Noël Burch) had been nurtured by Jay Leyda’s and Annette
Michelson’s courses at New York University in the 1970s. Their links with the
New York/North American film avant-garde led to an especially lively crossfertilization between film historians and film-makers in the subsequent decade.
6. 
By ‘New Film History’, I am referring to the intervention of a generation of
scholars, beginning with Noël Burch and Barry Salt, and continuing with
Charles Musser, Tom Gunning, André Gaudreault, Robert Allen, Kristin
Thompson, Steve Bottomore and many others since. Some of the terms of the
debate are set out in my ‘The New Film History’ (1986), and subsequently in
the introductions to the various sections in T. Elsaesser (ed.), Early Cinema:
Space Frame Narrative (1990).
7. 
The widely read, and in its heartfelt enthusiasm very enjoyable study by Arthur
Knight, The Liveliest Art ([1957] 1972), first published in 1957 and revised in
1972, is one of the clearest cases of an organicist history, relying on great men
to perfect the art of film and lead it to greater and greater realism.
8. 
At the Paris Exhibition of 1900, for instance, the Lumière Brothers projected
their films on a screen that measured 16 by 21 m.
9. 
For a full account of the debate over Life of an American Fireman, see Gaudreault
(1990).
10. See Elsaesser (2008) (reprinted in Film History as Media Archaeology – Tracking
Digital Cinema), as well as, for instance, Paul Virilio (1989), Cartwright (1995),
and Hediger and Vonderau (2009).
11. The subject of found footage and non-theatrical film has received extensive
attention by scholars such as William Wees, Catherine Russell and André Habib.
12. For their work in reconceptualizing the history of sound in cinema, Douglas
Gomery, Rick Altman and James Lastra would be among the names to cite.
13. Tom Schatz, Richard Maltby, Jon Lewis, Douglas Gomery and many others
who studied changing business models, censorship, mergers, technologies,
marketing, copyright, branding, etc., and thereby altered the way we think not
only about contemporary Hollywood but also its previous history, would never
call themselves media archaeologists.
14. In ‘The ‘Return’ of 3-D’ I propose one such model – that of the ‘supplement’
– but historians of television have elaborated their own. William Boddy, Lynn
Spigel or John Thornton Caldwell would be the scholars that come to mind.
15. For the idea of premediation as a feature of the state control of the future (rather
than corporate control), in the form of a combination of surveillance and action
replay, see Grusin (2004, 2010).
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16. As Wolfgang Ernst puts it: ‘The crucial question for media archaeology, then,
resides in whether, in this interplay between technology and culture, the new
kind of historical imagination that emerged was an effect of new media or
whether such media were invented because the epistemological setting of the
age demanded them’ (2013, 42).
17. On tropes, metaphors and narrative in structuring historical events, besides
Hayden White’s Metahistory (1973), see Elsaesser (1971).
18. There is an etymological link between telling and counting, whose history is
explored by Ernst (2013, 147–157). See also Ernst and Farocki (2005).
19. Mary Ann Doane comments on Kittler in her chapter ‘Temporality, Legibility,
Storage: Freud, Marey and the Cinema’ (2002, 63–64).
20. Writers on melodrama in the 1970s (Elsaesser, Mulvey, Nowell-Smith) were keen
to point out that the stylistic excesses of this genre were part of a displacement,
where conflicts, which could not – for ideological or psychoanalytic reasons –
express themselves directly, manifested themselves obliquely in the film’s ‘body’.
Best known is Nowell-Smith formulation: ‘In the melodrama, where there is
always material which cannot be expressed in discourse or in the actions of the
characters furthering the designs of the plot, a [hysterical] conversion can take
place into the body of the text’ (Nowell-Smith 1977, 117). We can now rewrite
such psychosocial critiques in terms of a media-archaeological or technomaterialist analysis and extend it to the cinema as a whole.
21. The split I am referring to may be related to but also different from the one noted
by Erkki Huhtamo and Jussi Parikka, when they write that ‘a binary division
has usually been drawn between the socially and culturally oriented AngloAmerican studies and the techno-hardware approach of German scholars, who
have taken their cue from Friedrich Kittler’s synthesis of Foucault, information
theory, media history, and McLuhan’s emphasis on the medium as the message.
[…] One way of explaining this division is to see it as a consequence of different
readings of Foucault’ (2011, 8).
22. ‘Without this little device, we wouldn’t have the film industry. 24-times a second
it pulls the film forward with a jolt. It turns a rotating movement into pullmovement’ (cited in Kirsten Hagen, ‘Filmgeschichten sind wie Reiserouten’
[Film stories are like itineraries], in Gellhaus et al. [2007], 333). See also Engell
(1992, 35).
23. Heath also gives a very lucid account of Renaissance perspective and its impact
on classical cinematic representation, using Hitchcock’s Suspicion as one of his
chief examples.
24. These three generations would comprise, among others, the names: Galileo
(1564–1642) and Johannes Kepler (1571–1630), followed by René Descartes
(1596–1650) and Frans van Schooten (1615–1661) followed by Christiaan
Huygens (1629–1695), Baruch Spinoza (1632–1677), Robert Hooke (1635–
1703) and Isaac Newton (1643–1727). Lens grinding, the optical microscope
and the refracting telescope were perfected around 1600 in the Netherlands,
while Hooke and Huygens refined the practical uses of the camera obscura.
Assisting artists as a drawing aid since the days of Leon Battista Alberti (1404–
1472), Leonardo da Vinci (1452–1519) and including Johannes Vermeer
(1632–1675), the camera obscura was fitted with a lens by Giambattista della
Porta (1535–1615) which in turn allowed Athanasius Kircher (1602–1680), to
convert the camera obscura into a dual-lens-magnifying projection device, the
magic lantern.
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25. Gunning (2004, 31–44). In this context, Terry Castle offers ‘essays on […]
the dream-like world of the eighteenth-century masquerade, magic-lantern
shows, automata, and other surreal inventions of Enlightenment science, and
the hallucinatory obsessions of Gothic fiction.’ (1996, dust-jacket). See also
Warner (2006).
26. I am thinking of visual displays that ‘fill’ a space rather than be focused and
bounded, utilized by artists, as in the works of Krzysztof Wodiczko and Doug
Aitken, Anthony McCall and Mat Collishaw.
27. Anne Friedberg has tracked these developments in two studies, which build on
each other (1993, 2006).
28. This last point implies once more that a certain subject position – one that
translates physical fixity into psychic fixation – may be bound up with this
mobility, making the cinema inseparable from commodity fetishism (a position
often ascribed to Walter Benjamin), but also doubly re-inscribing perspective
as both symbolic form and the vector of phantasmatic possession (polemically
sharpened into a gendered asymmetry in Laura Mulvey’s theory of the ‘male
gaze’).
29. As an aside, it is worth reflecting on the fact that contemporary social media
persuade us that every relation we have with the world is a subject–subject
relation (in the form of friending, sharing, re-tweeting etc.), rather than a
subject–object relation (as in the cinema). Yet closer to the truth may be that the
companies which control these social media, as they aggregate our subjectivities,
de facto treat us as objects, i.e. as primary sources of raw data, so that these
subject–subject relations (the so-called ‘network effects’) are merely the coverup for object–object relations.
30. A further point should be added. If one follows the traditional genealogies
of cinema – camera obscura, laterna magica, monocular perspective, a fixed
geometry of representation, the photographic ontology – then, the arguments
for why this form of cinema is obsolete are not only hard to refute, but also
helps to explain why certain media archaeologists are right in showing little
interest in the cinema, as they attempt to reverse engineer the future, in order
to better manage the present.
31. I have written about André Bazin as media archaeologist at greater length
elsewhere (Elsaesser 2012).
32. Huygens (1657). See also Hald (1990, 106).
33. Huygens (1690). For a more detailed account, see Shapiro (1973).
34. Hal Foster, too, seems not entirely convinced that these hopes are still tenable:
‘For the Surrealists to haunt these outmoded spaces [i.e. ‘the arcades and
interiors, the exhibitions and panoramas’], according to Benjamin, was to tap
‘the revolutionary energies’ that were trapped there. But it is less utopian to
say simply that the Surrealists registered the mnemonic signals encrypted in
these structures-signals that might not otherwise have reached the present. This
deployment of the outmoded can query the totalist assumptions of capitalist
culture, and its claim to be timeless; it can also remind this culture of its own
wish symbols, and its own forfeited dreams of liberty, equality and fraternity.
Can this mnemonic dimension of the outmoded still be mined today, or is
the outmoded now outmoded too – another device of fashion?’ (Foster 2002,
195–196).
35. Mark Zuckerberg, on acquiring the VR system Oculus for Facebook,
proclaimed that ‘Oculus’s mission is to enable you to experience the
impossible. Their technology opens up the possibility of completely new kinds
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of experiences.’ This oxymoronic ‘possibility of experiencing the impossible’
was advertised under the heading: ‘The Samsung Gear VR Is Your Window
Into The Future’, accompanied by the picture of a man peering at us while
wearing a headset that effectively makes him blind to his surroundings.
http://techcrunch.com/2015/11/20/samsung-gearvr/?ncid=rss&utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=feed&utm_
campaign=Feed%3A+Techcrunch+%28TechCrunch%29 last accessed 20
November 2015.
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CHAPTER 2

Media Archaeology: Where
Film History, Media Art, and
New Media (Can) Meet 1
Wanda Strauven

INTRODUCTION: MADMAN OR BUSINESSMAN?
For a long time, talking to oneself on the street or in any other public place
was considered abnormal, deviant from the expected social norm. Singing on
your own was okay, but talking on your own, without having any interlocutor,
was simply weird. When taken unawares by a fellow citizen in such an odd
situation, a possible and often-spontaneous reaction (which I have indeed
caught myself in several times) was to quickly shift from talking to singing, as
if to imply: don’t worry, I was not talking to myself, I was just singing. Today
people talk, or even shout, to themselves all the time on the street – while walking, cycling, or driving their car – often making great gestures to accompany
their words. It has become an accepted social behavior because of the existence (and our knowledge of the existence) of the hands-free mobile phone.
We know that these people who seem to be talking or shouting to themselves
might have an (invisible, distant) interlocutor.
In a memorial piece on 9/11 written a year after the tragic attacks on the
WTC Towers in Manhattan, Thomas Elsaesser narrates how this specific
change in (acceptance of) human behavior blurs the distinction between a
crazy vagabond and a busy entrepreneur. When he encounters two such men
on Rembrandt Square in Amsterdam – both gesturing and talking to themselves, the former out of despair, the latter in the midst of a conference call
– Elsaesser comes to the conclusion that the businessman’s phone with its
hands-free device has made the behavior of the homeless man normal. In
other words, new media do have an impact on our notion of (social) “normality” (2003: 120).
This striking – and, in Elsaesser’s own words, “comical and even heartless” – comparison made me think, in a somewhat twisted way, of Michel Fou-
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cault’s archaeology of knowledge as first explored in his PhD dissertation on
the history of madness, Madness and Civilization. A History of Insanity in the Age
of Reason (1965, originally published in French in 1961). Instead of asking who
is normal/abnormal as in the “comical” scene above, Foucault tries to capture
madness as an object of knowledge through time, or rather how madness, as
an object of knowledge, is constituted differently in different times, in order
to understand the conditions of (and reasons for) exclusion of mad people.
If mad people were sent away with the ship of fools in the Middle Ages,
it was because they were regarded as dangerous for society; madness was
believed to be contagious, comparable to leprosy. During the Renaissance,
however, the fools were accepted again in society because they were seen as
privileged beings in that they were (too) close to God. The 17th century is the
period of the “Great Confinement,” when the insane were considered unreasonable and were locked away and institutionalized. In the 18th century, fools
were, because of their lack of reason, considered to be animals and were therefore treated as such. With the rise of Romanticism, the fascination for mad
people returned, this time not because of their proximity to God, but because
of their closeness to nature and their rebellion against society and civilization;
the fool was regarded as a hero. Finally, in the 19th century, society considered
fools to be mentally ill people who needed to be cured, which led to the modern (and still reigning) episteme.
As José Barchilon observes in the introduction to Madness and Civilization: “Rather than to review historically the concept of madness, [Foucault]
has chosen to recreate, mostly from original documents, mental illness, folly, and unreason as they must have existed in their time, place, and proper
social perspective. In a sense, he has tried to re-create the negative part of the
concept, that which has disappeared under the retroactive influence of present-day ideas and the passage of time” (Foucault, 1988: v). In other words,
in order to constitute “madness” as an object of knowledge, one should not
only ask the question “what is madness?” but also “when is madness?”; that
is, study “madness” in its historical context, in its radically different discursive
formations that succeed one another through time. This is the beginning of
Foucault’s intellectual excavation of the human sciences, which he explores
further in The Order of Things: An Archaeology of the Human Sciences (1970, originally published in French in 1961), followed by The Archaeology of Knowledge
(1972, originally published in French in 1969).
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NEW FILM HISTORY’S TRIPLE AGENDA
Like “madness” as an object of knowledge changes over time, so do the media.
Exemplary in this respect is the history of cinema. During the 20th century,
each decennium seems to have “produced” its own form or definition of cinema. As we know, the cinema around 1900 differed radically from the cinema in
the 1950s or the cinema of today, not only on a textual level (what kind of films
are we watching), but also on the levels of the basic apparatus (different cameras used to produce the films) and the dispositif or viewing situation (from the
fairground to the drive-in, from the multiplexes to our mobile phone). Thus,
in order to define the cinema, we should not only ask the Bazinian question
(“what is cinema?”), but also the temporal/historical one (“when is cinema?”).
As Elsaesser observes, we should try to “identify the conditions of possibility
of cinema … alongside its ontology,” since the cinema is still to be invented, or
rather: it is reinvented all the time (2004: 103).
Recently, Malte Hagener has added the locative question (“where is cinema?”), pointing out the apparent impossibility to grasp the cinema of today
as an object of knowledge and therefore to locate it, not only metaphorically
but also very physically. Cinema has become too instable, too fluid, and too
malleable. Its locations are multiple: Internet, DVDs, WiFi, mobile phone, gallery spaces, museums, arcades, YouTube, etc. Hagener observes: “Cinema is
in fact ubiquitous, it is everywhere and nowhere at the same time” (2008: 16).
Cinema’s ubiquity is linked by Hagener to the Deleuzian concept of immanence, to the idea that our perception and our thinking have become cinematic, that the cinema is part of us. Elsaesser, who is not quoted by Hagener in
this respect, conceives of this cinematic ubiquity as a return to ontology, or
ontologization of the cinema, a project that aims to define cinema no longer
in its medium specificity, but as an experience, as a “particular way of beingin-the-world” (Unpublished paper). Ideally, this should lead to the combination of the what, the when, and the where.
Already in the 1980s these three questions were addressed, albeit separately, by the Early Cinema movement set in motion by the 1978 FIAF conference,
which took place in Brighton, UK.2 Part of this legendary conference was the
symposium “Cinema 1900-1906” which was prepared by an archival project
known as the Brighton Project, which consisted in looking afresh at all surviving examples of pre-1906 cinema (preserved in some fifteen FIAF archives and
surpassing the amount of 550 films). This screening, which literally opened
the eyes of a new generation of film scholars (among whom Tom Gunning,
Charles Musser, and André Gaudreault), signaled the beginning of the New
Film History. Whereas this moment is often defined as the “historical turn” of
cinema studies, I would like to highlight the triple agenda of these early cin-
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ema scholars that, to a certain extent, reflects the three questions discussed
above and that has become essential for the emergence of media archaeology:
attention for the otherness of the early cinema (“what”), discovery of the multiple origins of early cinema (“when”), and the study of its contextual material
(“where”).
The Brighton Project led to the discovery of early cinema as an “other” cinema, that is, not as an immature form of narrative cinema, or as a preparation
of classical cinema, but as a cinema with its own intrinsic values or tropes,
such as frontality, acknowledgement of the camera’s presence, overlapping
editing or repetition of the key action, etc. From the desire (or necessity) to
mark the distinction between early cinema and narrative cinema, a terminological debate emerged with, for instance, Noël Burch opposing the “primitive
mode of representation” to the “institutional mode of representation” and
André Gaudreault and Tom Gunning proposing the opposition between the
“system of monstrative attractions” and the “system of narrative integration”
(Burch, 1984; Gaudreault and Gunning, 1989).
Important to stress here is that the ontological agenda of early cinema
scholars implies a rupture (or epistemic break) between early cinema and
narrative cinema. At the same time this means a questioning of the rupture
between “pre-cinema” (pre-1895) and “cinema” (post-1895) as canonized by
traditional film history, since for many reasons early cinema belongs to what
is called pre-cinema rather than to cinema. In other words, the “what” question inevitably has consequences for the “when” question: when does early
cinema start and when does it end? Along with issues of periodization, there
is also the “historical doubt about the origins of cinema” (Hagener, 2008: 16)
and the discovery of so many forgotten pioneers which led to the dismantlement of the myth of the “firsts.” The 19th century proved to be very fertile for
film historians and film archaeologists alike.3 More recently, as we will see
below, this search into time or academic time traveling has been pushed into
“deep time” by someone like Siegfried Zielinski.
With the Brighton Project kicking off New Film History, the otherness of
early cinema was initially studied from a formal or aesthetical point of view.
Very rapidly, however, this early cinema movement shifted from textual analysis to a (quantitative) non-text approach. As Ian Christie observed: “… crucially,
what began as a movement to study these [pre-1906] films empirically – to look
at them as archaeological objects – soon became an exploration of their context – of production, circulation and reception – and thus necessarily a study
of what no longer existed – namely the vast bulk of these film texts and their
places and modes of screening” (2006: 66). This contextual strand of New Film
History should be seen in relation to the movement of New Historicism, which
developed in the 1980s in the field of literary studies and which was grounded
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in contextual analysis and the study of non-literary texts. Likewise, the aim of
New Film History became the study of non-filmic texts, of contextual material,
of socio-economical data, etc. (Allen and Gomery, 1985; Maltby, 2006). A new
discipline emerged: cinema history, that is, the history of cinema as institution, as exhibition practice, as social space (as opposed to film history, which
is, generally speaking, a history of masters and masterpieces).
Even if originally not limited to early cinema studies, New Film History
soon became more or less synonymous with it (Elsaesser, 1986). Today it is
still a valuable and applicable model not only for the study of early cinema
but also for other periods in film history and not only for film but also for
other forms of media (see Strauven 2006). Furthermore, it inspired (early) film
scholars to question the dominance of the visual in film studies, and explore
untouched or underexplored domains, such as the sound(s) of early cinema
(see among others: Altman, 2004; Lastra, 2000; Wedel, 2004) and the sense of
touch in relation to early and pre-cinematic screen practices (see among others: Strauven, 2011; Wedel. 2009). New Film History’s relevance lies precisely
in its (pioneering) media-archaeological approaches, which range from questioning what is taken for granted or accepted as “truth” to digging up forgotten pioneers, unimportant films and other neglected material or dimensions.
Most significant, undoubtedly, has been New Film History’s contribution to
historical methodology, by challenging or even severely criticizing the methods of traditional historiography such as chronology, genealogy, and especially teleology. Or, more generally, it profoundly changed the attitude of the
(media) historian, who should always study the past with genuine wonder: this
is the principle of media archaeology as a “hermeneutics of astonishment,” as
Elsaesser, paraphrasing Gunning, has phrased it (2004: 113).

MEDIA ARCHAEOLOGIES, OR THE THREE BRANCHES OF MEDIA ARCHAEOLOGY
The main question remains, however, whether media archaeology is indeed
(merely) a methodology. Interestingly enough, the various practitioners of the
field – those who call themselves media archaeologists – do not agree upon
what to call media archaeology: is it an approach, a model, a project, an exercise, a perspective, or a discipline? Is media archaeology a subdiscipline in
media studies (to be distinguished from media archaeology as subdiscipline
in archaeology) or is it rather a “nomadic enterprise,” as Jussi Parikka has
defined it, and therefore a “traveling concept” (following Mieke Bal), which
crosses various disciplines (Hertz and Parikka, 2010: 5)? According to Parikka,
media archaeology should be seen as a hybrid discipline, which results in
interdisciplinary work. Can media archaeology then still be defined as a school
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with its proper set of tools, methods, etc.? As we will see below, there are different methodological schools. But even beyond (or next to) the methodological issue there is the very basic tension between practice and theory: whereas
some media archaeologists like Siegfried Zielinski consider it as a very practical activity (comparable with the fieldwork of “real” archaeologists), for others
like Thomas Elsaesser, it is rather a metaphor or a conceptual model.
Before discussing these various differences in methodology, it is important to point out that media archaeology made its way into at least three distinct fields (within the larger field of media studies), which I propose here to
call the three “branches” of media archaeology: 1) film history/media history,
2) media art, and 3) new media theory. These three branches are historically grown layers, successive phases that continue to coexist over time.4 For a
proper “archaeology” of media archaeology, one could evoke several attempts
of alternative historiographies undertaken in the first half of the 20th century
(for instance by Walter Benjamin in his unfinished Arcades Project and by Dolf
Sternberger in his Panorama of the Nineteenth Century) (Huhtamo and Parikka,
2011: 6-7). My overview aims at mapping the nascent field and will therefore be
limited to the last three decades, since the emergence of media archaeology
until its (still ongoing) development as a self-proclaimed discipline, with its
own set of problems, body of methods, etc.
In the 1980s, media archaeology emerged, as already sketched above, as
part of cinema studies, more specifically early cinema studies. Even if, in those
years, the early cinema movement did not consciously embrace (or promote)
a media-archaeological approach, it is worthy to remember that Thomas
Elsaesser, who also coined the term “New Film History,” used the term “Media
Archaeology” in the title of his introduction to Early Cinema: Space Frame Narrative. This volume, published in 1990, wanted to reflect on the legacy of the
1978 FIAF conference and stressed the importance of a “systematic account of
early cinema” as precondition for a “cultural archaeology of the new medium”
(Elsaesser, 1990: 1). Other pioneering publications to be mentioned here are
Jacques Perriault’s Mémoires de l’ombre et du son: Une archéologie de l’audiovisuel (1981) and Laurent Mannoni’s Le grand art de la lumière et de l’ombre:
Archéologie du cinéma (1994).5
Since the 1990s, the first branch of media archaeology developed in broader terms as media history. On the one hand, this development led to excavations
of hidden, forgotten, and imaginary media, as for instance in Bruce Sterling’s
Dead Media Project founded in 1996 and the symposium “An Archaeology of
Imaginary Media” organized by Eric Kluitenberg at De Balie, Amsterdam, in
February 2004. On the other hand, media archaeology became synonymous
with (historical) reading against the grain, a tendency that is most obvious
in Zielinski’s anarchic form of archaeology or “anarchaeology” which wants
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“to escape monopolisation by the predominant media discourse” (1999: 9).
Such an enterprise, still somewhat implicit in Zielinski’s Audiovisions: Cinema
and Television as Entr’actes in History (1999, originally published in German
in 1989), resulted in the extraordinary time-traveling Deep Time of the Media.
Towards an Archaeology of Hearing and Seeing by Technical Means (2006, originally published in German in 2002), wherein he discovers the unknown or
little studied work of other against-the-grain media thinkers, such as Empedocles (6th-5th centuries BC), Giovan Battista della Porta (16th century), Athanasius Kircher (17th century), Johann Wilhelm Ritter (late 18th century), Cesare
Lombroso (19th century), and Aleksej Kapitanovich Gatev (20th century), to
name just some key figures of Deep Time.
Zielinski’s work permits one to make a bridge between the first and the
second branch of media archaeology in that his historical quest seems to
be driven by his admiration for radical contemporary media artists, “those
among the avant-garde of electronics in whose heads and hands the new techniques do not become independent ends in themselves, but are constantly
irritated and reflected upon: artists like Valie Export, David Larcher, Nam
June Paik, Steina and Woody Vasulka, or Peter Weibel” (1999: 22). Yet it has
been especially the Finnish scholar Erkki Huhtamo who put on the map the
second branch of media archaeology, turning his attention to a slightly different group of media artists. In his essay “Resurrecting the Technological Past.
An Introduction to the Archeology of Media Art,” Huhtamo discusses the artworks of Paul De Marinis, Ken Feingold, Lynn Hershman, Perry Hoberman,
Michael Naimark, Catherine Richards, and Jill Scott, among others, as examples of a media-archaeological practice consisting in “incorporat[ing] explicit
references to old analogue and mechanical machines” (1995). According to
Huhtamo this media-archaeological tendency in the arts world has become
manifest since the 1990s, but it was already announced during the 1980s by
the work of media artists such as Jeffrey Shaw and Toshio Iwai. There are various ways in which media-archaeologically inclined artists (or “artist-archaeologists”) engage with the technological past, ranging from explicit remakes
of old apparatuses to more subtle displacements or hybrid constructions of
past and present. As example of the latter, Huhtamo cites, for instance, Paul
DeMarinis’s The Edison Effect (1989-1993) that brings together three different
ages of sound technologies (mechanical, electronic, and digital), combining an Edison phonograph with vinyl discs and laser beams. To illustrate the
more straightforward strategy of the remake, Huhtamo mentions Catherine
Richards’s interactive installation The Virtual Body (1993) which can be classified as a “peep-show machine” (Huhtamo, 1995). Another nice example of an
explicit remake that comes to mind in this context is Julien Maire’s high-tech
update of the old-fashioned (and obsolete) slide projector, which he construct-
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ed for the installation Demi-Pas (Half Step, 2002). Typical of Maire’s work is the
creation of highly original (and technically complex) prototypes by which he
engages not only with technology’s past but also with its future(s). This artistic time traveling often takes the form of a performance that partly reveals,
partly mystifies the operation of the prototypes to an audience of “astonished”
museum visitors – a new art form that Edwin Carels has proposed to call “cinema of contraptions” (2012).
If artist-archaeologists seem to share the common goal of “resurrecting the technological past” (which is also, at least partly, shared by scholars
who are media-archaeologically inclined), this does not necessarily mean,
as Huhtamo points out, that their work explicitly evokes the “old tech,” but
instead it might use “a contemporary technology as both the terrain and the
tool for media archaeological excavation” (Huhtamo, 1995). Such a strategy
of (historical) displacement becomes even clearer – as Garnet Hertz and Jussi
Parikka discuss in their CTheory interview on the “archaeologies of media
art” – in the more recent strand of media-archaeological art that “relates to
hardware hacking, circuit bending and literally opening up media technologies to reveal the complex wirings through which the time-critical processes
of contemporary culture function” (2010: 8). Especially interesting in this
respect is the electronic do-it-yourself (DIY) practice of circuit bending, which
consists in dismantling, unwiring, and rewiring electronic devices (from
battery-powered children’s toys to MP3 players) in order to create new (musical) instruments. Such a DIY movement not only relates to historical practices
of reuse, in particular the Cubist collage and the Dadaist ready-made, but
also and especially counters the high-tech industry of Silicon Valley (with its
planned obsolescence) (Hertz and Parikka, 2012). Furthermore, it points to a
fundamental difference between scholarly and artistic work, which Hertz and
Parikka discuss in terms of layers: while the textual medium is still rather limited to linearity (and therefore narrativity), the artistic (DIY) approach allows
more directly for an excavation into multiple layers, turning media archaeology into a real activity, something that “needs to be executed, not constructed
as a narrative” (2010: 8).
The idea of media archaeology as a concrete activity, as a material engagement with (technological) devices or apparatuses, is key to understanding
how this originally historical enterprise has become attractive to new media
studies. Since the beginning of the 21st century, we see that several scholars
have started to adopt media archaeology as a method for a (literal, physical)
excavation into contemporary media. What is at stake in these projects is not
only the questioning of the newness of new media, but also and especially
the “exploration of the potentialities of media,” or more generally the “disand replacement of the concept of media” (Hertz and Parikka, 2010: 6). This
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third branch of media archaeology is expanding itself in different new fields
of analysis, such as software studies (Fuller, 2008), (digital) media ecology,
which includes studies on issues such as “materialist energies” (Fuller, 2005),
digital waste (Sterne, 207), and computer viruses (Parikka, 2007); and – last
but not least – Wolfgang Ernst’s take on media archaeology called “operative
diagrammatics,” which promotes a non-representational approach, using the
(Peircian) diagram as its epistemological tool. By opposing the notion of mapping to the “media-archaeological idea of the diagram,” Ernst clearly favors
the latter as it is “conceptual rather than visual, topological rather than geographical, non-narrative (data-based) rather than narrative, connective rather
than spatial, concerned with code (software) rather than images, numbers
rather than sensual perception”; and, therefore, he proposes to “redeem the
notion of ‘mapping’ from the cartographic metaphor and instead remathematize it” (2005: 6).
In an interview with Geert Lovink, Ernst explains the mathematical
dimension of media archaeology in relation to the archival numerability:
“Media archaeology describes the non-discursive practices specified in the
elements of the techno-cultural archive. Media archaeology is confronted
with Cartesian objects, which are mathematizable things, and let us not forget that Alan Turing conceived the computer in 1937 basically as a machine
paper (the most classical archival carrier)” (Lovink, 2003). Ernst’s approach
is a good example of material(ist) media archaeology, which focuses on the
operative level of the media, that is, the processuality. Rather than a historical
project, “operative diagrammatics” is about “creating such situations where
you get into contact with media in [their] radical operability and temporality”
(Parikka, 2009). According to Parikka, such a take on media archaeology is
“a-historical, even unhistorical perhaps” (2009). However, in a previous phase
of his career, Ernst carried out a truly Foucauldian project, “an archaeology of
the technological conditions of the sayable and thinkable in culture,” which
did not exclude excavation into ancient Greece and its rhetorical techniques
(Lovink, 2003; Ernst, 2000). As we will see below, Ernst can be counted among
the most Foucauldian media archaeologists.

RETHINKING TEMPORALITIES
As diverse as these three branches of media archaeology might seem, their
agendas share at least four important aspects. Firstly, there is the crucial relation between history and theory. The historical dimension is also present in
the third branch, most explicitly when the newness of new media is questioned
and more subtly when their potentialities are at stake. In media archaeological
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terms, history is the study not only of the past, but also of the (potential) present and the possible futures. A second common ground of the three branches
is the vital connection between research and art, between researchers and artists. While this interrelation is most obvious in the second branch, it should
be remembered that at the very origins of New Film History there was the (re)
discovery of early cinema by avant-garde filmmakers such as Ken Jacobs, Stan
Brakhage, and Noël Burch, and documentary film editor Dai Vaughan. For
the new media branch, media archaeology seems to have become essential
to methods of design, which is the area par excellence where research and art
meet. Here we should mention again Garnet Hertz, who is a faculty member
of the Media Design Program at the Art Center College of Design in Pasadena,
California and who is developing a theory of DIY. A third aspect I would like
to briefly underline is the central role played by the archive, ranging from the
FIAF film archives (Brighton project) to the archives as “cybernetic entities” in
the digital age, as defined by Wolfgang Ernst (Lovink, 2003).6 Lastly, and most
importantly, what the three branches of media archaeology have in common
is a rethinking of temporalities. This brings me back, finally, to the methodological issue upon which I touched in the first part of this chapter. Since the
way these temporalities are rethought differs, often to a great extent, from
school to school.
Indeed, media archaeology, rather than being one school, consists of
various schools, not only in terms of (trans)national borders,7 but also and
especially in terms of methodology. To simplify the rather complex picture
of a discipline that is still in formation, I identify four dominant approaches
for the media-archaeological project of rethinking temporalities; it concerns
four different, sometimes opposite approaches adopted by key figures of the
field, which consist in seeking: 1) the old in the new; 2) the new in the old; 3)
recurring topoi; or 4) ruptures and discontinuities. In the remainder of this
chapter, I will briefly discuss these four approaches, by highlighting, where
possible and relevant, the connection with Foucault’s work, in particular his
“archaeology of knowledge.” As we know, Foucault himself did not include the
(audiovisual) media in his archaeological approach. One could say that media
archaeology starts where Foucault’s analyses end. But then, as Friedrich Kittler reminds us, “writing itself, before it ends up in the libraries, is a communication medium, the technology of which the archaeologist simply forgot”
(1999: 5). Therefore, Kittler’s technologically determined media history could
be considered anti-Foucauldian, even if Kittler is also often seen as the spiritual father of media archaeology, precisely for this very same reason. Kittler’s
influence can especially be felt in media-archaeological studies that stress the
materiality of the media, and somehow crosses the four approaches that I will
now discuss separately.
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1.

The Old in the New: From Obsolescence
to Remediation

The first approach of seeking the old in the new is directly inherited from
Marshall McLuhan and his law of obsolescence, according to which old media
become the content of newer media and, thus, lose their initial novelty and
effectiveness, without being eliminated, however. As famously formulated in
Understanding Media: “the ‘content’ of any medium is always another medium. The content of writing is speech, just as the written word is the content of
print, and print is the content of the telegraph” (McLuhan, 1964: 23-24). This
quote also appears in Jay David Bolter and Richard Grusin’s study on remediation that, not accidentally, carries the subtitle Understanding New Media (2000:
45). Although not overtly promoted as a media-archaeological concept, the
principle of remediation is often taken for granted in recent media historical
research and therefore needs to be addressed here. According to Bolter and
Grusin’s own definition, the notion refers to the “formal logic by which new
media refashion prior media forms” (2000: 273) – television remediated film
that remediated photography that remediated painting, and so on.
In their opening chapter, Bolter and Grusin proclaim being indebted to
Foucault, more particularly for their notion of genealogy, as they are “looking for historical affiliations or resonances and not for origins” (2000: 21, note
1). Foucault’s genealogy is a Nietzschean genealogy, which should be clearly
distinguished from the traditional genealogy or study of family trees, generally adopted by (classical) historiographers who are in search of the origin of
things.8 Foucault’s genealogy is not concerned with the pure origin, but with
multiple origins and contingencies. It is complimentary to his archaeological project in that it tries to understand or grasp the contingencies that made
happen the shift from one way of thinking to another, from one episteme to
the next.9
Despite their openly acknowledged Foucauldian inspiration, one might
have reservations about Bolter and Grusin’s method, as it inevitably implies
a historical linearity, resulting in an equally inevitable media convergence.
According to Zielinski, this is indeed not the appropriate way to do media history: “In [this] perspective, history is the promise of continuity and a celebration of the continual march of progress in the name of humankind. Everything
has already been around, only in a less elaborate form; one needs only to look”
(2006: 3). Zielinski does not explicitly refer to Bolter and Grusin’s work, but he
makes his point clear by stating that Michelangelo’s ceiling paintings in the
Sistine Chapel have nothing to do with today’s VR applications and CAVEs.
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The New in the Old: Anarchaeology or Variantology

To the approach of seeking the old in the new, Zielinski opposes his “anarchic”
form of media archaeology which he provocatively (or ironically?) calls anarchaeology. Zielinksi seeks (or rather hits upon) the new (“something new”) in
the old. (2006: 3) He literally digs into the “deep time” of media, going all the
way back, as seen above, to the 6th and 5th centuries BC to the life and work of
Empedocles. The notion of “deep time,” borrowed from the vulcanist James
Hutton, refers to geological time and its measurement by analyzing strata of
different rock formations. What is crucial for Zielinski’s conception of media
archaeology is that these strata do not form perfect horizontal layers one on
top of the other, but instead present intrusions, changes of direction, etc.10
Zielinski’s media-archaeological approach is inspired by the science of
paleontology, which teaches us that the “notion of continuous progress from
lower to higher, from simple to complex, must be abandoned, together with all
the images, metaphors and iconography that have been – and still are – used to
describe progress” (2006: 5). The study of our geological past tells us that there
were moments when “a considerable reduction of diversity occurred” (2006:
5-6; italics added); thus, instead of a continuous increasing of complexity, the
evolution of nature (including humankind) sometimes takes a step back. This
is also true for our media history: according to Zielinski, the “history of media
is not the product of a predictable and necessary advance from primitive to
complex apparatus,” which means that the “current state of the art does not
necessarily represent the best possible state” (2006: 7).
The anarchic approach adopted by Zielinski does not only consist in
reversing the McLuhanian thinking but also, more generally, in countering
the “monopolisation by the predominant media discourse” (cf. supra). In his
essay “Media Archaeology,” published ten years earlier in CTheory, Zielinski
already emphasized that he did not try to “homogenize or universalize the historic development of the media” but instead to think and write it “hetero-logically” (1996). In the same essay, Zielinski also stated that media archaeology
needs to be seen as a “form of activity”, in the Wittgensteinian sense of Tätigkeit (“philosophy is not a doctrine it is an activity”). This confirms the abovequoted remark that media archaeology “needs to be executed, not constructed
as a narrative.” Here it is interesting to note that Zielinski is not only reading
old original manuscripts, but also going to the sites (as a true archaeologist),
following the footsteps of his heroes (2006: 37-38) .
Zielinski’s history can best be described as a study of singularities, which
tries to capture the event “in the exact specificity of its occurrence,” as Foucault
prescribes it in his Archaeology of Knowledge: “we must grasp the statement
[l’énoncé] in the exact specificity of its occurrence; determine its conditions of
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existence, fix at least its limits, establish its correlations with other statements
that may be connected with it, and show what other forms of statement it
excludes” (2007: 30-31). Zielinski’s ultimate goal is to collect or put together a
large “body of individual anarchaeological studies” which would constitute a
“variantology of the media,” a media history as a labyrinth consisting of innumerable individual variations (2006: 7).

3.

Recurring Topoi: The Eternal Cycle of the Déjà Vu

The third dominant approach of media archaeology is the cyclical view proposed and practiced by Erkki Huhtamo. This method is inspired by the work
of the literary scholar Ernst Robert Curtius, who in his Europäische Literatur
und lateinische Mittelalter (1948) tried to explain the internal life of literary
traditions by means of the concept topos. Deriving from the Greek word for
place, a topos is a (literary) convention or commonplace. Media archaeology,
then, becomes in Huhtamo’s words the “way of studying the typical and commonplace in media history – the phenomena that (re)appear and disappear
and reappear over and over again and somehow transcend specific historical
context” (1996: 300). The result of such an approach is media history as a succession (or eternal return) of media clichés or commonplace views concerning
(new) media, technology and their uses. Unlike Curtius who explains the (re)
appearance of certain topoi by having recourse to Jungian archetypes, Huhtamo stresses that these commonplaces are “always cultural, and thus ideological, constructs.” And he adds: “In the era of commercial and industrial media
culture it is increasingly important to note that topoi can be consciously activated, and ideologically and commercially exploited” (1996: 301). In other
words, the (media) industry with its advertisement strategies and other means
of communication also plays an important role in this cyclical mechanism,
insofar as it can bring to the surface old dreams of annulling time and space
as well as old anxieties about the (supernatural) power of media technologies.
This return of both optimistic and pessimistic commonplaces is at the
core of Huhtamo’s media-archaeological project, which looks back into the
past from the perspective of the present and wants to explain what Tom Gunning described some years earlier as “an uncanny sense of déjà vu” (1991: 185).
Approaching the end of the 20th century, Gunning registers a same kind of mixture of anxiety and optimism around new technologies as Freud observed at
the end of the previous century, when the telephone was bridging the distance
between family members or friends who were separated from one another by
other technologies of modernity, such as the railway or ocean liners. Besides
this ambivalent effect of technology, the idea of returning topos can also be
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applied to more aesthetical or stylistic issues. Here we can think of Gunning’s
own concept of cinema of attractions, which was dominant in the early days
of cinema and then went underground to reappear in a mitigated form in the
“Spielberg-Lucas-Coppola cinema of effects” (Gunning, 1990: 61).
Typical media motifs that can be examined following Huhtamo’s approach
are, for instance, the visceral impact of special effects (from the phantasmagoria to digital 3D), the family as unit for media consumption (from the stereoscope to the television), the courting and therefore distracted spectator
(from the kaleidoscope to the cinématographe), and so on. While investigating
recurring topoi, Huhtamo excavates not only neglected and forgotten media,
but also, in a somehow Foucauldian vein, the discourses in which these media
emerge. Yet Huhtamo is not aiming at a Foucauldian study of discursive formations. His concept of “discursive objects” is closer to the notion of imaginary media, that is, media that did not really exist but were fantasized about
in (written or drawn) discourses. A good example of such a discursive object
is the observiscope, a fantasy device of the 1910s based on the technologies of
the magic lantern, the phonograph, and the telephone, among other things,
and destined to return as topos at the end of the century in the form of the
webcam, video chatting and conferencing, etc.11
In Huhtamo’s own words, his media-archaeological approach “emphasizes cyclical rather than chronological development, recurrence rather than
unique innovation” (1996: 303). However, even if not chronological, such
a cyclical view inevitably leads to a linear reconstitution of (media) history,
implying not only returns but also “obscure continuities,” in a similar fashion
as does the history of ideas to which Foucault precisely opposes his “archaeology of knowledge” (Foucault, 2007: 154). By the way, Huhtamo is fully aware of
his anti-Foucauldian penchant when he states that his approach is “actually
closer to the field characterized by Foucault somewhat contemptuously as the
history of ideas” (1996: 302; emphasis added).

4.

Ruptures and Discontinuities: Foucault’s Legacy

In his (new) film history as media archaeology, Elsaesser has been quite sceptical about the cyclical view, more specifically about the return of the “cinema
of attractions”. He warns us against making “too easy an analogy between ‘early’ and ‘postclassical’ cinema” since it might “sacrifice historical distinctions
in favor of polemical intent”; for instance, by overemphasizing the attraction
principle of contemporary feature films in terms of a return to the origins,
one might forget about the important role played by television’s commercial
breaks in the development of (post-classical) narrative cinema (2004: 101).
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A media-archaeological approach means, according to Elsaesser, that we constantly revise our “historiographic premises, by taking in the discontinuities,
the so-called dead-ends, and by taking seriously the possibility of the astonishing otherness of the past” (2005: 20). This is the general idea behind a “hermeneutics of astonishment” discussed above; a way of interpreting the past
while being astonished by its otherness, instead of looking at it with some
preformed present-day ideas. Furthermore, the past does not exist; it is always
a construction, a selection among many pasts that actually existed or might
have existed. Or, as Elsaesser puts it: “History as archaeology … knows and
acknowledges that only a presumption of discontinuity (in Foucault’s terms,
the positing of epistemic breaks) and of fragmentation (the rhetorical figure
of the synecdoche or the pars pro toto) can give the present access to the past,
which is always no more than a past (among many actual or possible ones)”
(2004: 103). Likewise, Ernst refers to Foucault’s archaeology of knowledge and
his notion of rupture or epistemic break: “The archaeology of knowledge, as
we have learned from Foucault, deals with discontinuities, gaps and absences,
silence and ruptures, in opposition to historical discourse, which privileges
the notion of continuity in order to re-affirm the possibility of subjectivity”
(Lovink, 2003).
Whereas Elsaesser’s media archaeology can be considered a very general
critique of film history as linear development, “either in form of a chronological-organic model (e.g. childhood-maturity-decline and renewal), a chronological-teleological model (the move to ‘greater and greater realism’), or the
alternating swings of the pendulum between (outdoor) realism and (studioproduced) fantasy” (2004: 80), Ernst sees media archaeology as “a critique
of media history in the narrative mode” (Lovink, 2003). According to Ernst,
media historians should stop telling (media) stories – but he immediately confesses that he, himself, sometimes slips back into it. Possible alternatives to
this narrativization of (media) history could be databases, collages, websites
(such as Thomas Weynants’s Early Visual Media), or image libraries (such as
Aby Warburg’s Mnemosyne). Maybe, after all, the artist-archaeologists are the
(only) ones who can really dismantle the linear and narrative modes of media
history?

IN THE FOOTSTEPS OF THE MEDIA ARTIST…
Not only does the artistic approach facilitate a multilayered excavation into
time and space more easily than scholarly writing; generally speaking, the
media artist also operates in direct, physical contact with the medium or,
even better, with its materiality. Therefore, the media artist can dig into the
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technological past as well as in the potentialities of old and new media more
straightforwardly than a (traditional) media historian. The media artist then
becomes an example that the new media historian, or media archaeologist,
might wish to follow, even if his/her academic toolbox and framework do not
“allow” him/her to do so.
In a certain sense, media artists are (already) free enough to “describe the
interplay of relations within [the Foucauldian statement] and outside it” as a
proper archaeology of knowledge requires (Foucault, 2007: 32). They are free
from academic boundaries, disciplinary conventions, and methodological
restrictions. The various media-archaeological approaches discussed above
in opposition to one another (seeking the old in the new vs. finding the new in
the old, studying recurring topoi vs. emphasizing discontinuities) can freely be
combined in one and the same artwork, or body of artworks.
Media artists, finally, operate more easily (or more spontaneously) in the
“real” world to make their fellow citizens aware or even critical about media
uses in daily life. A nice example to conclude with is Daniel Jolliffe’s mobile
sculpture One Free Minute, which consists of a huge yellow scone on wheels
with a red phonograph horn mounted on top of it. The sculpture contains
a cell phone to which people can make calls that are broadcast from the
horn: calls are limited to one minute, one free minute of “anonymous public speech.”12 As a popular counterpart, we might think of the UK comedian
Dom Joly who in the 1990s disrupted various public places (restaurants, libraries, silent train compartments, art galleries, etc.) by making loud calls with
his ridiculously giant mobile phone, a sketch that bluntly “underscor[ed] the
incongruity of the private conversation publicly performed” (Hemment, 2005:
33). What both “performances” have in common is that they make very visible
the mobile phone or its apparatus, which according to my opening anecdote
tends to disappear from our visual field. But, like my opening anecdote, it is all
about questioning the impact of new media technologies on our social behavior by recreating such situations in which this impact can be amplified and
therefore criticized. It is media history in practice.
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NOTES
1

I would like to thank Thomas Elsaesser for his constructive feedback on an early
version of this text.

2

FIAF stands for Fédération Internationale des Archives du Film (International Federation of Film Archives).

3

Film archaeologists should be distinguished from media archaeologists in that
they are mostly interested in devices classifiable as “pre-cinematic” and may
be less driven by a Foucauldian notion of archaeology. A good example of a film
archaeologist is Laurent Mannoni who, in the early 1990s, published an “archaeology of cinema” based on extensive archival research (cf. infra). One can also
think of the collector Werner Nekes and his archaeological film series Media
Magica (1986-1996).

4

In his blog Cartographies of Media Archaeology, Jussi Parikka quite similarly
identifies the existence of various historical layers. However, he adds a first layer
consisting of the work of Walter Benjamin and more generally early 20th century
German media theory. Thereafter he lists three layers since the 1980s which differ slightly from my three branches: 1) new historicism and cinema studies; 2)
imaginary media research, variantology, and excavations of hidden and forgotten
media; and 3) media theory (2010).

5

In their introduction to Media Archaeology: Approaches, Applications, and Implications, Erkki Huhtamo and Jussi Parikka also refer to C.W. Ceram’s Archaeology of
the Cinema (1965) which they consider as a counter-example: despite the title of
his book, Ceram adopts a rather traditional historical approach which is positivistic in scope (2011: 4).

6

See also chapter 4 in this book.

7

Besides the Finnish scholars Erkki Huhtamo and Jussi Parikka (both working outside Finland, in the US and the UK, respectively), there is a strong presence of German scholars who can very schematically be divided between the “Berlin School
of Media Studies” and the “Amsterdam School of Media Archaeology” (founded
by Thomas Elsaesser and adhered to by scholars of various nationalities, among
whom myself). With the risk of generalizing, the Berlin School is marked by a
Kittlerian legacy of materialist media studies, whereas the Amsterdam School is
driven by early cinema studies. For the Dutch context, one should also add the
Imaginary Media project undertaken outside the strict academic institution by
Eric Kluitenberg. In the US, media archaeology is also being practiced and taught
at various universities by new media scholars such as Alexander Galloway (NYU)
and Wendy Hui Kyong Chun (Brown University).

8

A good example of this old-school practice is the genealogy of cinema, where different 19th-century families such as persistence of vision, photography and projection,
are brought together to “give birth” to the first Lumière show of moving images.
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9

It is beyond the scope of this chapter to give a full account of Foucault’s genealogical period, which started with Discipline and Punish (1975, translated in 1977)
and continued with The History of Sexuality (1976, translated in 1977). Since the
1970s, Foucault focused his work on the position of the subject and the complex
power relations at work in society. However, archaeology and genealogy should
not be seen as two separate and incompatible methods; they are rather two sides
of the same coin. Or, as Foucault put it: “Genealogy defined the target and aim of
the work. Archaeology indicates the field in order to do genealogy” (1983).

10

From the perspective of art history, Georges Didi-Huberman (2000) comes to
similar conclusions by considering the image an anachronism, a (temporal)
instance where past and present are intermingled. In such an anachronistic,
non-linear conception of time, the notion of montage is fundamental – as DidiHuberman further develops in his more recent writings and his reading of, for
instance, Harun Farocki’s work (2010).
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11

For more details on the observiscope, see Huhtamo’s caption of the 1911 Life
illustration “We’ll All Be Happy Then” (1996: 296).

12

I would like to thank Tina Bastajian for pointing out this artwork to me. For more
information about its live and site-specific versions, see http://www.danieljolliffe.
ca/ofm/ofm.htm#.
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1
INTRODUCTION TO ARCHIVEOLOGY
Language has unmistakenly made plain that
memory is not an instrument for exploring the past,
but rather a medium.
Walter Benjamin, “Excavation and Memory,”
in Selected Writings, vol. 2

In contemporary media culture, fragments of filmed history are
constantly being reassembled into new films and videos to create new audiovisual constructions of historical memory. Building on traditions of found
footage and compilation films, digital media has made this practice proliferate. New technologies have also transformed the status of archives from
closed institutions to open access, with significant implications for the aesthetics and politics of archival practices. Archiveology is a critical method
derived from Walter Benjamin’s cultural theory that provides valuable tools
for grasping the implications of the practice of remixing, recycling, and reconfiguring the image bank. At the same time, contemporary archival film
practices arguably make Benjamin’s legacy more legible. Is this a new mode
of film language? What is it saying, and how can we read it critically and productively? These are the questions posed by archiveology and with which this
book is preoccupied.
The term archiveology was originally coined by Joel Katz in 1991, partly in
response to the release of From the Pole to the Equator (1990) by Yervant Gianikian and Angela Ricci Lucchi, one of the first experimental films to explicitly
work with material from a film archive.1 Katz used the term to refer to the
ways that filmmakers were making the archive useful and engaging with it
on its own terms. By the early 1990s, Rick Prelinger’s archive of ephemeral
film was already pointing to the way that audiovisual kitsch provided a rich
resource for rethinking and remaking American cultural history. Both the Italian team and Prelinger have continued to expand their archival film practices,
along with a plenitude of other film and video artists, exploring the potential
of audiovisual fragments to construct new ways of accessing and framing

histories that might otherwise have been forgotten and neglected — and to
make these histories relevant to contemporary concerns.
Etymologically, archiveology might mean the study of archives, but the
Greek suffix “-ology” actually refers to someone who speaks in a certain manner. When applied to film practice, it refers to the use of the image archive as
a language. Moreover, the connotations of archaeology point to the cultural
history that is inevitably inscribed in resurrected film fragments. The technologies of film stocks, video grain, and other signs of media history are often
recorded within the imagery of archival film practices, inscribing a materiality into this practice; just as often, though, digital effects can alter the image
and obfuscate both the original “support” material as well as its indexical
link to an original reality. Nevertheless, film and media artists are transforming cinema into an archival language, helping us to rethink film history as a
source of rich insight into historical experience. As Thomas Elsaesser notes,
when postproduction becomes “the default value,” it “changes cinema’s inner
logic and ontology.” He compares the new mode of image-making to “the extraction of natural resources,” among other t hings. His caveat that “the ethics
of appropriation w
 ill take on a w
 hole other dimension” is a theme for which
Benjamin’s cultural politics may provide valuable guidance.2
The term archiveology may also be used to refer to the study of archives,
and the term has been used to refer to the work of Derrida and Foucault, who
have of course contributed immensely to our understanding of the archive as
a social practice.3 Derrida’s “archive fever” is manifest in the way that archival
film practices work against the archive itself by fragmenting, destroying, and
ruining the narrativity of the source material. The death drive is always at
work in films that are built on the ruins of historical pleasures and experiences, subjecting them to the repetitions of remediation. The term archiveology surfaces occasionally in discussions of Foucault, for whom the archive
functions as an archaeology of knowledge and is the basis of all discursive
practice.4 His sense of the archive as constituting a “border of time” is key to
the effects of media archiveology and its discontinuous effects of historicity.
In the early twenty-first century, the architecture, social role, and politics
of the archive have been radically changed from their origins in institutional
“domiciliation.” Film and media archivists are tasked with making film history accessible and transmissible; in “restoring” and preserving film, they
are frequently transforming it into new media by using digital techniques,
thereby challenging norms of authenticity, media specificity, and origins that
have traditionally been attached to the archive.5 The gatekeeping function
12 Chapter 1

of the traditional “archon” no doubt persists and has taken on new personas
such as that of the copyright holder and the paywall; but many gates are easily
breached with the aid of digital tools. This book is not about the new challenges, platforms, and activities of film and media archives but will necessarily
invoke some of the ways that archiving has changed and has in many ways
blended into creative art practices. If we are all archiving all the time in an
effort to manage our own computer files, then the public/private distinction
between archive and collection is also arguably dissolving. The digital turn is,
however, only one more phase of a process that Sven Spieker claims to be endemic
to modernity. From the perspective of the avant-garde, the archive is a transformational process, with the power of turning garbage into culture. However,
the flip side of this claim is also true — that “when an archive has to collect
everything, because every object may become useful in the future, it will soon
succumb to entropy and chaos.”6
Spieker’s analysis of the multiple art practices that have pitched themselves
against the institutions and codes of bureaucracy is echoed in Paula Amad’s
account of the counterarchive, which makes similar arguments in connection
to the film archive as it emerged in the early twentieth century.7 The dream of
complete knowledge in the totalizing capacity of the photographic record and
the incorporation of “the everyday” into the historical record (the trash) constituted a real challenge to historiographic method. With the cinema, archives
are no longer about origins. Documents are representations that have their
own networks of secrets, which will always be in excess of their ostensible
meaning as evidence. As Foucault has taught us, the archive should not be
taken for knowledge itself, but should be recognized as a key site of the power
and social relations that provide the conditions for knowledge.
The archive as a construction site was at the basis of Benjamin’s understanding of it. In keeping with Henri Bergson and Siegfried Kracauer, the
archive for Benjamin is always about memory and the condition of forgetting.
The camera fundamentally altered the function of human memory, precisely
by transforming it into a kind of archive. Benjamin himself never uses a neologism such as archiveology but he certainly evokes it in a fragment of writing from 1932 called “Excavation and Memory.” In this fragment, Benjamin
suggests that memory might itself be a medium. He compares memory to
an archaeological process in which the “richest prize” is the correspondence
between present and past. “A good archaeological report,” he argues, “gives an
account of the strata which first had to be broken through.” He also says that
the “matter itself,” which “yields its long-lost secrets,” produces images that,
13 Introduction to Archiveology

“severed from all earlier associations, reside as treasures in the sober rooms of
our later insights.”8 Memory, for Benjamin, is only a “medium” insofar as it is
experienced; and it is precisely this reawakening of experience that the moving image is able to evoke.
In keeping with Benjamin’s historiography, I am quite deliberately projecting contemporary cultural concerns onto the fragment “Excavation and
Memory” to make it useful, and relevant, in the present. Many of his key concepts come into play in discussion of archival film practices, including the
dialectical image and the optical unconscious; and many of the figures of The
Arcades Project return as well, including the collector and the ragpicker. In
the following pages, many dimensions of Benjamin’s cultural theory w
 ill be
“illuminated,” including his theory of language and allegory, in terms of con
temporary themes of audiovisual recombination and media archaeology.

THE LIVING ARCHIVE
Benjamin’s theory of the allegorical image has been widely under
stood in terms of a modern Baroque, but it is evident from contemporary
archival film practices that the language of appropriated images is not a dead
language. While the archive certainly lends itself frequently to a melancholic
sensibility, works such as The Maelstrom: A Family Chronicle (Péter Forgács,
1997) awaken us to new meanings and new histories that can be produced
from the ruins of the past. Forgács is a moving image artist who is also a
collector and archivist of home movies made in Europe during the middle
decades of the twentieth century; his work provides astonishing insights into
the “everyday” of families living in totalitarian regimes.9 This is precisely how
Jan Verwoert has described the new arts of appropriation. He suggests that the
post–Cold War period has entailed an emergence of multiple histories that had
been previously made invisible by dominant historical narratives. In the late
1970s, he notes, “the frozen lumps of dead historical time . . . became the objects of artistic appropriation.”10 Modern history appeared to be at a standstill,
and indeed this was the overwhelming implication of the apocalyptic sense
conveyed by found-footage filmmakers such as Bruce Conner in the 1960s.
Verwoert argues that since the 1990s the appropriated image can no longer
be considered dead but speaks to the living. He argues that there has been a
momentum in critical discourse “away from the arbitrary and constructed
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The Maelstrom: A Family Chronicle (Péter Forgács, 1997)

character of the linguistic sign t owards a desire to understand the performativity of language.”11 Citing Derrida, Verwoert argues that the appropriated
object or language can and will speak back, resisting the desire of the collector
seeking to repossess it. The unresolved histories and modernities lingering in
the image bank are, in this sense, awaiting practitioners to bring them to life
and allow them to speak. Although Verwoert is discussing archival art practices in general, this seems especially true of moving images. The causes of
this shift may have less to do with the end of the Cold War (which may not be
over, in any case) than with the rise of new media and digital culture, which
has exponentially increased the global traffic in images.
Underlying much of the rethinking of archive-based arts a fter postmodernism is a recognition that images are constitutive of historical experience
and not merely a representation of it. For example, Emma Cocker argues
that archival film practices can produce “empathetic — even resistant or
dissenting — forms of memory, a progressive politics.”12 She describes “ethical
possession” as a mode of borrowing from archives for discourses of recuperation and resistance. Unless one ascribes to the prescription of copyright
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law, appropriation needs to be understood as a form of borrowing that can
open up new practices of writing history and conceptualizing the future.13
Cocker’s “paradigm shift” pertains to the possibilities of artists’ film and video
specifically, but it is a definite trend across the art world. Hal Foster’s “archival
impulse” dates back to 2004, when it had become a prevalent theme in the
visual arts. He recognizes the “paranoid” component of the practice and describes it as the “other side” of the utopian ambition of the archival impulse as
a theme of modern administrative and bureaucratic museology. Foster argues
that the move from “excavation sites” to “construction sites” is also a move
away from a melancholic culture that “views the historical as little more than
the traumatic.”14
For Benjamin also, the link between excavation and construction is crucial,
if the traumas of the past (the history of barbarism) can be the foundation
of historical thought. He describes his method in The Arcades Project as one
of “carrying the principle of montage into history . . . to grasp the construction of history as such.”15 Precisely because images are mediated, or “second
nature,” they offer unique insights into the past. Okwui Enwezor explains that
the 2009 exhibition Archive Fever “opens up new pictorial and historiographic
experiences against the exactitude of the photographic trace.”16 In other words,
the historical value and implications of appropriation art are grounded not in
the indexical authority of the document but in the life of the document-as-
image, and the image-as-document.
Marc Glöde has also observed that something substantial changed in
found-footage filmmaking after 1990. This was the year of Matthias Müller’s
Home Stories, a compilation of scenes from Hollywood melodramas that Müller captured on German tv. Glöde describes the experience of watching this
film as “somewhere between hysterical laughter, the most intense empathy
and a surgical way of watching a film at the same time.”17 Along with artists
such as Stan Douglas, Christian Marclay, Monica Bonvincini, and Douglas
Gordon (among many o
 thers), Müller uses found footage to help us better
understand the cinema as a language of gesture, sensation, emotion, and experience. Much of the contemporary work has the effect of rendering the cinema itself archival, revealing the secrets that were hidden in plain sight.
Death, ruin, and loss remain prominent tropes in archiveology, especially
with respect to the recovery of celluloid and other time-ravaged media. And
yet the experiential, sensual dimensions of reanimated footage, sounds, and
images can be visual, dynamic, and very much present. It is not coincidental
that the emergence and prevalence of archiveology has occurred in tandem
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with the “death” of cinema, its centenary, and the digital turn. While this
seems eminently obvious, we have yet to fully grasp the potential of archiveology as a media art. At the same time as questions of film preservation and film
archives have come to the forefront of film studies discourse, a parallel discussion of media archaeology, attending to the technologies of media production
and exhibition, has emerged.
The filmmakers discussed in this book frequently highlight and work with
the traces of celluloid degradation, pixilation, and other signs of the media
from which imagery is borrowed, speaking back to the technologies of production at the same time as they speak back to the image archive. Many filmmakers refer to their work as archaeological, and their films are evidence
that media archaeology cannot simply be about technologies and hardware
but needs to account for images and sounds, viewers and makers. Walter
Benjamin’s contribution to media archaeology will be developed further in
chapter 3 in conjunction with collecting practices. Benjamin’s theory of history is inspired by the reconceptualization of time and memory that was introduced with photography, and he understood how changes in technologies
of representation have had ripple effects with significant political and social
ramifications.
At the same time as filmmakers are recycling sounds and images in new
ways, museums and film archives are also undergoing significant changes in
the digital era. In 2012 the eye Museum in Amsterdam launched a series of
innovative strategies for integrating film practice and production with film
restoration and heritage.18 Filmmakers such as Gustav Deutsch and Peter
Delpeut have been invited to use film fragments from the Netherlands Film
Archive for new work; and through online digital platforms, the general public has also been encouraged and enabled to rework material from the film
archive. Archivists are reaching out to filmmakers to make the film archive
accessible and to bring it to life. Meanwhile, media artists such as Christian
Marclay in The Clock (2010) and Video Quartet (2006) and Rania Stephan
in The Three Disappearances of Soad Hosni (2011) are sampling the archives of
popular culture, challenging the conventions of curation and provenance
that have historically governed museum practices. Th
 ese new relationships
between filmmakers and museums and galleries point to a new role of the
moving image in the refiguration of filmed history and the history of film.
In the last twenty years, the postmodern critique of appropriation has lost
its traction in the digital era, and pastiche has taken on new sensory and affective valence.19 The lack of distance that is produced through the borrowing
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of previously used material can have important effects of seduction that can
bring us closer to experiences of the past, mobilizing sensory perceptions of
cultural histories. This is where the audiovisual archive is fundamentally dif
ferent from any other archival practice. It produces an excess of temporalities
and an excess of meaning and affect that the filmmaker as archiveologist can
harness and explore for new effects of history. Thinking t hese issues through
Walter Benjamin’s critical historiography reveals how image culture tends to
shut down historical thought but also contains the tools for its own undoing.
Film and media artists are uniquely positioned to find and use these tools to
produce critical histories and trigger historical awakenings.

F O U N D F O O TA G E , C O M P I L AT I O N , C O L L E C T I O N
Found-footage filmmaking originated as a genre of experimental
film, but in the last twenty years it has evolved into an important type of documentary film and a key component of gallery practice. Compilation filmmaking originated as a form of newsreel,20 combining pictures from various
sources, but neither of these terms, compilation or found-footage, seem particularly appropriate to work that engages critically with the archive. First, few
filmmakers are finding their source material in accidental or random ways,
but they are actively searching for it in material and digital archives, which is
to say that their films are researched. The film fragments that are recycled are
not found in the garbage or the flea market (or not only found t here) but also
come from eBay and from official state-funded archives.
Second, filmmakers are dealing less with footage than with digital files,
which may have originated as film but are now measured in bytes and pixels
that are eminently searchable by digital means. Sounds and images are collected and recombined in ways that produce new insights into the past. All of
this work is always, already, about film history, the history of filmmakers filming people, places, and things. Moreover, that history is revealed to be a rich
vein of collective memory, experience, and imagination. For example, Bill
Morrison’s film The G
 reat Flood (2012), consisting of footage of the Mississippi
disaster of 1927, is edited without narration, allowing the archival images to
come alive with their own effects, augmented by a subtle jazz guitar soundtrack
by Bill Frissell. Compared to the documentary collages of American baseball, jazz, and American national parks authored by Ken Burns, M
 orrison’s
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The Great Flood (Bill Morrison, 2012)

c ollage is essayistic in its openness and its refusal to pin down meaning. He
offers new images, rarely before seen, to create a history of national disaster
that is deeply implicated in the racial fabric of the American South. This kind
of work may even be described as a form of sensory ethnography, given its
lyrical evocation of human behavior tied to specific places and times.21
In William Wees’s 1993 book Recycled Images, he makes a very neat distinction between compilation, collage, and appropriation. In his analysis, the
compilation film is grounded in a realist conception of the image as historical
document, whereas the appropriation film is completely cut off from history
and treats the image as a superficial simulacrum. For Wees, the collage mode
exemplified by Bruce Conner is the only genre of found footage that interrogates the media sources of the images. Collage techniques of montage, he
argues, are reflexive and invest found footage with new meanings and can
thus challenge the power of the media. He aligns the appropriation mode
with postmodernism, using Michael Jackson’s m
 usic video “Man in the Mirror” as his chief example. Wees makes a convincing argument for the appropriation of the avant-garde by mainstream media, but twenty years later, the
“simulacrum” is not necessarily an empty signifier. It can be recognized as a
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performative image loaded with potentiality. Wees’s critique does not hold
as a blanket critique of appropriation, which can also function as homage,
borrowing, recycling, and archival retrieval, even preservation. For example,
in Tribulation 99 (1992) Craig Baldwin arguably uses appropriation for his
pastiche of American movies that supposedly “illustrate” U.S. involvement in
Central America from the 1950s to the 1990s. Jaimie Baron, in fact, adopts the
term appropriation films to refer to a large spectrum of films formerly known
as “found footage.”22
Wees’s critique of the compilation mode uses Atomic Café (Jayne Loader,
Kevin Rafferty, and Pierce Rafferty, 1982) as his main example. He claims that
the filmmakers do not challenge “the representational nature of the images
themselves.”23 In fact, I would argue that many of the clips in Atomic Café,
such as the educational films that the filmmakers include, are highly performative. Rather than a realist mandate, Atomic Café is about how nuclear anxiety
was represented in popular culture and educational media. Moreover, many
archive-based compilation films, such as The Clock, have explicitly drawn
their source material from fiction films and make no claims whatsoever to
realism. Wees’s distinction between the compilation mode and the appropriation mode has more to do with the exhibition contexts of the films than the
formal components of the films themselves. The work of a filmmaker such as
Adam Curtis in Century of the Self (2002), which is constructed out of scenes
culled from feature films and tv broadcasts, may be described as appropriation, but are his excerpts r eally stolen, or merely borrowed? The term compilation refers to a collection and has been applied, for example, to albums
of m
 usic, and thus the compilation film is best described as a collection of
borrowed sounds and images.
In the digital era, archives have been reconfigured, redesigned, and significantly remade. At the same time, the status of “the media” as a powerful ideological force needs to be revised. In the democratization of media, corporate
and state power still exists, to be sure, but as more media makers proliferate, not
only is more media available for recycling and remixing, but it has become
more and more part of everyday life. The distinction between historical real
ity and its mediation is less of a critical issue than the recognition that media
history is a reality. The “society of the spectacle” is no longer as homogeneous
as it once was,24 and the multiple forms of interactivity around us mean that it
can be broken into pieces and remade; moreover, media practices themselves
are historically diverse, and in being recovered can be potentially reused and
reanimated with contemporary concerns.
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Patrik Sjöberg has pointed out that compilation films resist any generic or
categorical distinctions, as they tend to straddle the lines between documentary and experimental film. He also points out that the compilation mode
originated as a form of newsreel and was used extensively for propaganda
purposes throughout World War II.25 In twenty-first-century media culture,
the compilation mode has flourished in advertising and television news propaganda, and archival analysis has formed the backbone of tv news and satire programs such as The Daily Show. Films as diverse as The Autobiography
of Nicolae Ceauşescu (Andrei Ujica, 2010) and Le Grand Détournement: La
Classe américaine (Michel Hazanavicius and Dominique Mézerette, 1993) can
be described as compilation films, as well as being examples of archiveology.
The terms compilation, appropriation, and collage are inadequate to account
for the variety of films being made today from archival sources, as we are
clearly dealing with a convergence of all three methods. The practices of remix
and recycling begin with a process of collecting sounds and images, and using
various search tools, which may be manual, automated, or algorithmic. The
films discussed in this book clearly lean toward compilation but they do so
by appropriating previously filmed materials, and their assembly exploits the
potential of collage as a method of juxtaposition. Fan-based work posted on
social media featuring movie stars is exemplary of the way that compilation
film practices have proliferated in the digital age, but it is also true that the
lines between amateurs, artists, and scholars are increasingly blurred in the
age of the cinephiliac video essay. When clips are borrowed from fiction film
and recontextualized within a star study or a mashup, the effect is a puncturing of the fiction and a spread of fiction into all recorded events. Film images
become documents of their former fictional context and also documents of
the profilmic reality that was in front of the camera. In all cases, they become
units of a new language that can be constructed critically, or creatively, or not;
but this “language” is not the privilege of the avant-garde alone.
The term database films is sometimes used to describe work based on digital search techniques. Examples of database films include the many YouTube
mashups and supercuts in which a specific phrase or actor is repeated in multiple variations, such as “I’m too old for this shit.”26 Lev Manovich defines “database logic” as being antinarrative, replacing the cause and effect structure of
storytelling with a system of lists derived from algorithmic searches. In semiotic terms, he claims that syntagmatic relations are “given material existence”
in the form of the database.27 Manovich’s theory may well apply to computer
games, web-based documentaries, mashups, and supercuts; and the materiality of
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the archive indicates precisely the historical effects of archiveology. However,
because we are dealing with a montage-based form in which new relations are
being created between images, and between sound and image, archiveology
is not necessarily nonnarrative. It may be nonlinear, but unlike database filmmaking, these works have shapes and stories to tell. In fact, archiveology often
adopts the narrative form of the essay. The distinction between database filmmaking and archiveology is important because although archiveology refers
to films made without cameras, they do not lack authorial “vision,” as creativity and imagination are essential for effective montage practice. Moreover,
while the works are authored, they are nevertheless engaged with cultural and
collective memory. They may not tell conventionally s haped stories, but, like
Benjamin’s storyteller, they deal with “short-lived reminiscences,” glimpses
and fragments of the past, and they deal with “many diffuse occurrences.”28
The archiveologist is in this sense a craftsperson, whose work takes place primarily at the editing t able or computer, fashioning the “raw material of experience” into a “ruin that stands on the site of an old story.”29

A R C H I V E O L O G Y A N D T H E E S S AY F I L M
Archiveology is a mode of film practice that draws on archival
material to produce knowledge about how history has been represented and
how representations are not false images but are actually historical in themselves and have anthropological value. Often, this process of layering and
remediation falls into the category of the essay film. Although there is little
consensus on what it is exactly, most critics would agree that the essay film
involves a conjunction of experimental and documentary practice, and also
that it is a mode of address that is often subjective.30 The essayistic value of
archiveology lies in the way that the filmmakers allow the images to speak in
their own language. One of the key features of archiveology is that it produces
a critical form of recognition. The viewer is able to read the images, even if
their origin is not always exactly clear.
Timothy Corrigan cites Benjamin in terms of what he calls “essayistic
agency.” Benjamin predicted the interactivity of archiveology when he observed that with mechanical reproduction, “at any moment, the reader is
ready to become a writer.”31 Moreover, as Corrigan points out, “within Benjamin’s larger philosophical scheme, thinking in history becomes a tempo-
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rally fragile and thus risky recognition that recovers or rescues the meaning
of events from a ‘homogeneous empty time.’ ”32 While Benjamin’s theory of
the dialectical image is notoriously ambiguous, for Corrigan, the “now of recognisability,” the flash of awakening in which time is crystalized, is precisely
the kind of stance that the film essayist takes toward history. I would refine
Corrigan’s argument even further to argue that it is specifically the reuse of
archival material that can produce this mode of recognition. Moreover, in its
increasing prevalence within the contemporary mediascape, it needs to be
recognized as a new and urgent form of knowledge.
Jaimie Baron describes the archive effect as a perceptual experience on
the part of the viewer. Rather than parsing definitions between that which
is “found” and that which is “archival,” she argues that through juxtaposition
and recontextualization, found footage takes on the historical import of the
archival document.33 She goes on to argue for the role of irony in the production of the archive effect, “which is based on the viewer’s awareness of multiple meanings and contexts surfacing within a given appropriation film.”34
Michael Zryd has similarly argued that Tribulation 99 constitutes a “discursive
metahistory” of Cold War–era U.S. intervention in Central America. While I
have criticized Tribulation 99 as being “outside history” and having no contact
with the real, Zryd correctly points out that the film references “the discursive
forces behind historical events; the rhetoric of history rather than the repre
sentation of history.”35 Both Baron and Zryd use linguistic terminology to describe the many ways that archival, found, and fragmented imagery takes on
new meanings in archive-based film practices.
According to Baron, “Like irony, the archive effect is defined by the recognition or influence of an ‘other’ meaning — stemming from an ‘other’ context,
temporal and intentional, in which a given document meant (or was intended
to mean) something else.”36 For Benjamin, allegory was a mode of writing in
which image and signification are split apart and meaning is built on the ruins
of historical detail providing an elegant conceptual framework for recycled
film images in which the profilmic event stands alone. Traces of the original
context take the form of historical styles of filmmaking alongside historical
styles of performance, costume, and other markers of the past. That many of
the images in archiveology are commodities in their first lives as feature film
images makes Benjamin’s theory of allegory all the more relevant to archiveology.37 Criticism, for Benjamin, entails the “mortification of the works,” and in
this sense archiveology has a critical function, and even an urgent one if the
“allegorical is to unfold in new and surprising ways.”38
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In keeping with these reconsiderations of found footage as historical discourse, I am proposing that archiveology is in fact a language of the audiovisual archive. William Wees cites Benjamin frequently in his taxonomy of
found-footage films, but he misses an important dimension of Benjamin’s
writing, which is that Benjamin saw film as exemplary of a second order of
technology in which an “interplay between human and nature” is prioritized.
As Miriam Hansen has elaborated, one of the key terms in this formulation
is “play.”39 Here again, it seems as if the proliferation of archival film practices
finally makes Benjamin’s theory more clearly useful as critical practice. For
Benjamin, “room-for-play” indicates the extent to which a mediated world
contains its own fissures and points of resistance. Far from a power structure, the apparatus conceals “productive forces” that can be redirected and
restaged. This, I would argue, is the space that archival film practices now
occupy and w
 ill continue to expand. In other words, insofar as we live in the
society of the spectacle with no way out, we need to reuse the remnants of past
image cultures in order to better conceptualize the future.
Compilation, appropriation, and collage are collapsed together in the
essay film, which is first and foremost a documentary mode that demands
the viewer to pass judgment. Collage is a key component of this bleeding together, as productive tensions and nonlinear narrativity as well as surprising
correspondences and repetitions are part of the process, if it is to have any
critical effect. Voice-over narration is not, in my view, a necessary component
of the essay film, as “meaning” can often be created through musical cues as
well as the dynamics of the images themselves. For Nora Alter, the essay film
is also distinguished by its ability to disturb the empiricism attached to visibility, to stir up the “political in/visible and in/audible that moves stealthily
beneath, within, and around vision, visuality, and visibility.”40 In her discussion
of Harun Farocki’s Images of the World and the Inscription of War (1988), she
argues that the essay film “questions the subject positions of the filmmaker
and audience as well as the audiovisual medium itself.”41 Archiveology likewise challenges the viewer to imagine the limits of visibility insofar as all images are incomplete, mere pieces of larger views that are missing. As Emma
Cocker argues, borrowing images from the archive is a “practice of re-writing
history . . . a process of inventory and selection of what has gone before in
order to provoke new critical forms of subjectivity through which to apprehend an uncertain future.”42
Wees’s observations about the critical function of montage in collage forms
are still highly relevant, but montage effects are not incompatible with the doc24 Chapter 1

umentary impetus of compilation practices. Once compilation is aligned with
collecting, sorting, and re-representing, archiveology can be seen as a mode
of curating and exhibition. In archiveology, images from diverse sources are
juxtaposed, and they are also organized and structured so as to produce new
knowledge about cultural history, including how that history was filmed and
what films it produced. In this sense, archiveology converges with the essayistic.
The objective is to produce new modes of thinking about the past, which, in
keeping with Benjamin, is also about futures that did not happen, or previous
futures we may still encounter.

CINEPHILIA
The preoccupation with film history in archiveology is also, in
many cases, such as Jean-Luc Godard’s Histoire(s) du cinéma (1998), a form
of cinephilia. The rich vaults of commercial and art cinema are split open and
recombined into new forms, including experiments with star images such as
Meeting Two Queens (Cecilia Barriga, 1991) and the various works of Candice
Breitz. The archives of Hollywood and other classical cinemas constitute a
heterogeneous archive that mixes low and high film cultures, media arts, and
platforms. The emergence of the video essay is symptomatic of what Girish
Shambu describes as the “new cinephilia” that has moved well beyond the
cultish iconoclasm of art cinema to a mode of knowledge about a collective,
mediated memory.43 In chapter 5 I w
 ill explore the relation of cinephilia and
archiveology further to argue that some forms of cinephilia construct new
ways of knowing cultural history and can have an anthropological function
quite separate from the subjective forms of cinephilia described by Shambu
and Christian Keathley.44 Beyond video essays, archiveology plays a role in
films that might be more typically thought of as documentaries that provide
new insights into film history. Sophie Fiennes’s A Pervert’s Guide to Cinema
(2009), featuring Slavoj Žižek’s psychoanalysis of American cinema, and
Maximilian Schell’s film about Marlene Dietrich, Marlene (1984), in which
Dietrich dismisses all her great prewar films as pure kitsch, are great examples of how archive-based filmmaking can produce important and insightful
knowledge about film history itself.
Once classical cinema is itself recognized as an archival cinema, in the sense
that it is searchable and that t here is much in it to be found and reconsidered,
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rethought and redeemed, it becomes much more than a catalog of stars and
directors; it can be explored on multiple levels. Details of gesture, sets and
costumes, locations and color palettes take on greater significance, and thematic
patterns can be pulled out of a diversity of materials. Tracey Moffatt, in collaboration with Gary Hillberg, has made a series of films on themes pulled
from the Hollywood archive: Lip (1999) about black maids, Artist (2000)
about artists, and Love (2003) about the climactic Hollywood kiss. Although
most of the work under consideration in this book is grounded in American film history, in chapter 6 I will discuss The Three Disappearances of Soad
Hosni, in which Stephan has recycled clips from classical Egyptian cinema.
Indeed, the theme of classical cinema, particularly in the form of melodrama,
is a major component of my sense of archiveology and its affinities with Walter
Benjamin’s conception of allegory and the theater of culture. The proximity of
the avant-garde to the mainstream and its détournement of popular cinema
bring us close to the deep ambiguity and ambivalence at the heart of Benjamin’s cultural theory.
In keeping with a general trend of experimental media, the makers of archiveology have tended to shift their sites of exhibition from the theater to the
gallery. As cinema is rendered obsolete, it seems to have moved into the gallery as a form of “old media” from which artists are constructing new works.
Erika Balsom suggests that cinema in recycled form evokes the collectivist
impulse of its origins as a “mass art.” In contrast to contemporary spectatorship, which is increasingly atomized and individualized, “old cinema” was
consumed collectively.45 In this context, Balsom evokes Walter Benjamin, for
whom a large part of the promise of cinema was its collective consumption.
She argues that “the return to classical Hollywood in art since 1990 provides a
way of excavating an experience of collectivity stemming from a shared reception of media.”46
The appropriation of classical film brings with it an appropriation of the
sensual effects of popular genre cinema, including the emotional charge of
melodrama and the aesthetic spectacle created by industrial techniques. For
Benjamin, this was very much part of the potential of film as an instrument
of social change: its ability to move people. In “One-Way Street,” for example, he endorses commercial advertising because it provides the “most
real, mercantile gaze into the heart of things.” Advertising is “superior to
criticism” because it is “not what the moving red neon sign says — but the
fiery pool reflecting it in the asphalt.”47
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MEMORY AND DOCUMENT
In archiveology, film clips are compiled and ordered according
to a system and arrangement other than that for which they w
 ere originally
made. In this sense, the collection serves as a new archive; many films are
composed according to the model of “files” or “tapes.” As Foster has pointed
out, archival art often assumes a “quasi-archival logic,” in a “quasi-archival architecture,” with an intrinsic sense of incompletion.48 Film Ist (Gustav Deutsch,
1998–2009),49 which consists of thirteen episodes to date and remains unfinished, and Rick Prelinger’s “Lost Landscape” films of Detroit and San Francisco
are not only interminably incomplete projects that could continue indef
initely; they also blur the lines between the personal collection and the public
archive as they assemble materials into epic serial forms.
Filmmakers such as Bill Morrison, Gustav Deutsch, and Yervant Gianikian and Angela Ricci Lucchi are making archival material accessible, bringing it out of the darkness of the vault and into the light of public memory.
Other filmmakers, such as Matthias Müller, Rania Stephan, Tracey Moffatt,
and Christian Marclay, proceed by rendering the familiar landscape of
popular culture and fiction film archival, precisely by breaking it up into
pieces that then take on new meanings in new contexts. The two tendencies
have in common a recognition of their archival sources. They frequently
cite either the film titles or the archives from which the material was found.
Filmmakers are reflexively engaging with historical documents, which are
neither anonymous nor random but carefully chosen for more than their
formal and aesthetic properties. Shifts in experimental and documentary
film practice are of course consistent with, and run parallel to, dramatic
shifts in the form and function of the archive itself, which has moved from a
closely guarded site of curated documents to the various open access sites of
digital archives both “official” and “unofficial.” Archival film practices need
to be recognized as creative engagements with this new social role of media
storage.
By rethinking found footage as archiveology, I hope to emphasize the documentary value of collecting and compiling fragments of previously filmed
material. How and when does an image become a document? I would argue
that it does so as soon as it is excised from its narrative origins, or from its
original “documentary” form, if that is where it comes from. In “One-Way
Street,” Benjamin distinguished between the artwork and the document in a
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section called “13 Th
 eses against Snobs.” Among his pithy pronouncements on
the document, he says,
•	The more one loses oneself in a document, the denser the subject
m
 atter grows.
• A document overpowers only through surprise.
• The document’s innocence gives it cover.50
Digital tools have made archiveology accessible and available as a critical
practice to amateurs and artists alike. We need to distinguish between those
practices that push back against historical transparency and those that access
the archive to construct seamless histories of linear causality. Benjamin’s historiography is based on a nonlinear conception of correspondences between
past and f uture and on the shock or crystallization of the moment produced
through juxtaposition and montage. His aesthetics of awakening and recognition are techniques of interruption of the “flow” of images on which conventional historicism relies. The death of “film” and the rise of digital media
has effectively enabled and produced a new critical language that we are only
really learning to speak. As video essays begin to proliferate as a mode of critical discourse, we need to retain the techniques of collage within compilation
modes, and this depends in part on a recognition of detail and density; it also
depends on surprise and on the kind of inversion of background and foreground that archiveology can produce. If fragments of fiction film become
documents of fashion and architecture, fragments of documentary become
recognizable as performances.
Remarks on film are scattered through The Arcades Project, as if Benjamin’s
method was itself informed by cinema: “Only film can detonate the explosive
stuff which the nineteenth c entury has accumulated in that strange and perhaps formerly unknown material which is kitsch.”51 Benjamin was writing at a
crucial moment in European history, and he was undoubtedly inspired by the
specific conjunction of technology, propaganda, capitalism, and fascism. As
we swerve around the digital turn, with a hard left to the archival turn, in the
early twenty-first century, Benjamin’s thought illuminates the politics of the
image archive that has become the lingua franca of digital culture.
Once we recognize that images, media, and moving pictures are part of history
and the “real world,” there can be no discontinuity between images and reality.
Archiveology takes us into the interior of a dreamworld that has put itself on
display for viewers in the future. The archival excess enables us to look beyond
the “evidence” of the past to the failed promise of technological modernity.
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Regardless of how we might want to categorize films as documentaries, experimental films, or essay films, when they are based on collections — which
are in turn drawn from archives of various kinds — and compiled into new
texts, they have a great potential for gaining historical insight into a history
made up of many recorded memories.
The interactivity of digital media has made it possible for anyone and
everyone to rewrite history, and this, of course, has its dangers as well as its
potential. Archiveology teaches us that history does not need to be written or
to tell stories. It can also be constructed, cut and pasted together, which is to
say that the archive lends itself to practices of searching and collecting, and
the materialist historian is one who respects that piecemeal construction of
historical experience. If history breaks down into images,52 archiveology is a
means of engaging and indulging t hose images to construct collective memories from which new futures can be known.
A good example of archiveology is Gustav Deutsch’s experimental compilation Film Ist, made up of thirteen sections of borrowed imagery, most of it
from the Netherlands Film Museum. For Deutsch, “film is” everything that
has ever been filmed, and the project is interminably incomplete. He has created files or “convolutes” — not unlike Benjamin’s in The Arcades Project — of
fragments of film that he makes speak to each other. In a section called “Memory and Document,” he uses the motif of the returned gaze to link a series
of disparate images from early cinema. The conjunction of powerful-looking
people with a cameraman and African children playing with tripods relies on
surrealist techniques of juxtaposition. Deutsch shows us how cameras affect
performance, evoke responses, and create networks of gazes. Filmed history
is a history of engagement between people. Deutsch’s collage approach reveals
how the document is produced and also points to the limits and unreliability
of memory. Walter Benjamin thought that the cinema could reveal the “optical unconscious” of industrial society, and this kind of film practice is ideally
positioned to realize this potential.
Another section of Film Ist is called “Material.” Here Deutsch has collected
discarded footage, purchased at a flea market, from a Brazilian soap opera. The
damage on the filmstrip was caused by its being used as a floor mop, literally
drenched in soap.53 In this sense he is recycling the recycled film, and still we
see the men and women acting serious in 1970s domestic interiors. The “material” is thus doubled as the celluloid and the image, both of which have historical registers. As Tom Gunning has said of Film Ist, Deutsch’s collage techniques
“awaken energies slumbering in old material.”54 Indeed, the sense of energy
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created by moving images enables a sensuous contact with the past. By incorporating layers of material decay and destruction, the archival fragment
is perceived as archaeological: it is a fossil with its own temporal inscription.
Deutsch’s archival research does not discriminate between documentary
and fiction. As experimental film practice, it is indicative of the direction that
a great deal of new media is taking, returning to film history as an archive of
imagery rich in style and form, provocative and sensual. All is fiction; all is
fact. History is all about forgetting what was true, b
 ecause all memories are
valid memories whether they are torn from “the movies” or torn from the
world in front of the camera. In the archaeological record, the fragmented
history is the only one we can see and hear, the evidence of a past that can
be reassembled in the present so that we can try to reorder the f uture differently. Digital tools certainly facilitate the researching, the reordering, and the
reconstructing of the past; and in this sense the past is opened to reconstruction by bringing into the foreground details that were previously obscured by
dominant narratives of history. Archiveology thus offers endless opportunities to rethink the diversity of histories and stories that can come under the
rubric “memory and document.”

CONVOLUTES
The translators of The Arcades Project chose to use the term convolute for Benjamin’s use of the term Konvolut in German to designate the
sections of the project, which at the time of his death were contained in files
and which may never have been intended to become a book per se. They considered the terms file folder and sheaf but found them to be inappropriate
for Benjamin’s collections of notes and materials, including the many quotations that he meticulously copied out.55 He assembled them under the various
headings of “Fashion,” “Mirrors,” “The Flâneur,” and so on. Like the examples
of media archiveology that I am concerned with h
 ere, for Benjamin, the research itself became a “transmissible” form of communication. This book is
structured more conventionally in the form of chapters, and yet each chapter is in a sense a collection of film analyses and critical concepts borrowed
from Benjamin and other scholars. While I hope to avoid “convolution,” I
aim to respect Benjamin’s essayistic approach to the compilation of notes and
materials.
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The following chapters demonstrate how archiveology plays out on differ
ent fronts, using selected films to show the creative engagement with moving
image archives of many varieties. Before getting to these examples of films
and videos, in chapter 2 I focus specifically on Walter Benjamin. B
 ecause his
cultural theory has been subject to so many interpretations and is incredibly
vast and interdisciplinary, I tease out the specific strands that can be woven
into a theory of archiveology as a critical method. Benjamin has been a constant figure in film theory, but his relevance and contribution continues to
change with new translations, new media, and new interdisciplinary perspectives. Chapter 2 concludes with a discussion of Histoire(s) du cinéma (1998),
Godard’s epic example of archiveology that was arguably inspired by Benjamin’s
Arcades Project.
In chapter 3 I take up the theme of the city, and the long-standing affiliation between city films and montage. Benjamin’s cultural theory is in itself
deeply invested in the kaleidoscopic form of the cityscape and its layers of
ever-renewing history. Working through analyses of Paris 1900 (Nicole Védrès, 1947) and Los Angeles Plays Itself (Thom Andersen, 2003), I explore a
number of Benjamin’s concepts from The Arcades Project, including fashion,
magic, the dream city, and architecture. The chapter concludes with a discussion
of The Exiles (Kent MacKenzie, 1961), a “lost film” that was “found” through
the production of Los Angeles Plays Itself. Archiveology is a kind of untimely
cinema in its ability to engage with the afterlives of texts in critical and productive ways.
Chapter 4, on collecting, is also about the anthropological and ethnographic
dimensions of archiveology. The three films that are discussed in this chapter,
() a.k.a. Parentheses (Morgan Fisher, 2003), Hoax Canular (Dominic Gagnon,
2013), and World Mirror Cinema (Gustav Deutsch, 2005), could not be more
dissimilar in terms of content, cultural context, and exhibition history. Nevertheless, in each case, the filmmakers create unique cultural panoramas of specific ethnographic “chronotopes” based in media forms. Among the themes
covered in this chapter are media archaeology, physiognomy, and Aby Warburg, all of which have important links to Benjamin and his constellation of
ideas about language, memory, and technologies of representation.
The comparison between phantasmagoria and classical cinema in chapter 5 is more of a superimposition of one concept onto the other, a superimposition that is also a destruction and fragmentation of the two kinds of
dreamworlds. Through my analyses of The Clock (Christian Marclay, 2010),
Kristall (Christoph Girardet and Matthias Müller, 2006), and Phoenix Tapes
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(Christoph Girardet and Matthias Müller, 1999), the parallels between these
two image spheres should emerge in critical form. In this chapter I also argue
for a critical mode of cinephilia by means of thinking through a further analogy between melodrama and baroque drama, as Benjamin theorized the latter
in The Origin of German Tragic Drama. Melodrama emerges as an important
category of film criticism for archiveology in its reliance on gesture, emotion,
and “double articulation.” The melodramatic image corresponds closely with
Benjamin’s understanding of film as “kitsch” and as “warming.” At the same
time, melodramatic images are highly performative, staging their gestures of
melancholy and desire on the stage of media history.
Chapter 6 returns to a canonical example of found-footage filmmaking,
Joseph Cornell’s Rose Hobart (1936), to reconsider it in terms of archiveology and the aura of a star of the archive. The question of gender emerges
directly from the previous chapter on the phantasmagoria, and the question
of awakening from the archive and détourning its gender politics is especially
pressing in the context of classical cinema. Following Laura Mulvey, Domietta
Torlasco, and Agnès Varda, this chapter argues for a heretical archival practice
in which the female spectator and the w
 omen who populate film history, even
in the form of ghosts, can be given the critical tools of awakening. Benjamin’s
concept of anthropological materialism will be developed here as a concept he
borrowed in order to talk about w
 omen in a revolutionary history of Paris. Fi
nally, The Three Disappearances of Soad Hosni will be discussed as an instance of
archiveology in which another archival star, the actress Soad Hosni, is awakened into a new mode of interactive spectatorship.
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ABSTRACT
This essay focuses on the nexus of film, time, and materiality. Film is, by
default, seen as a representation of time – Decasia goes a decisive step further
by focussing on the temporality of or in the filmic material.
Put together from found footage and archive material in various states of
‘dying’, this film reveals the ‘collaboration’ of time and matter as in itself ‘creative’ and ultimately produces a category that one might call the matter-image
and that neither Deleuze’s movement-image, nor his time-image completely
grasp: here, time and matter produce their own filmic image.
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Bill Morrison’s Decasia (2002) can be located in the tradition of the American
avant-garde or experimental film of the 1960s and 1970s. A main characteristic
of this tradition is its focus on the filmic material and on the structure of film.
Filmmakers such as Bruce Connor, Robert Breer, and Tony Conrad worked with
the concept of flicker-film that undermined classic filmic temporality (and its
concomitant continuity-effect) – 24 frames per second – and experimented with
various tempi. Andy Warhol rediscovered early cinema’s stylistic device of the
‘static camera’ and made duration the explicit topic of films such as Empire,
Sleep, and Eat. Ken Jacobs, George Landow, and others utilized the concept of
found footage for the experimental film, while Stan Brakhage produced films
completely without a camera, by what Peirce would have called ‘indexical’ procedures – putting objects directly on the filmstrip to be processed, by painting
or scratching on its surface, for example. It was Brakhage’s self-expressed aim
to decouple the filmic image from its hegemonic relation to memory, to deconstruct the images’ representational character and to create a ‘sense of constant
present-tense’ (Brakhage 2005, 210) – not a representation of the past, but a
presentation of temporalities or of durations. Common to all these experiments
was the desire to make the filmic material itself – under ‘classic circumstances’
invisible due to the ideal of the transparency of the medium according to which
film is ‘the material base that must be dematerialized in projection’ (Stewart
1999, 3) – visible and fruitful as a fundamental component of the filmic process.
Morrison went a decisive step further – Decasia is a montage made from
found-footage films in various states of decay. He left the sequences basically
untreated in order to present a time-image created not by a human subject,
but by time and matter itself – the matter-image. In order to get his material,
Morrison dug his way through various film archives; like Walter Benjamin’s
‘rag picker’ (Lumpensammler), Morrison searched the archives of the Library of
Congress, and the archive of 20th Century Fox Movietone Newsreels at the University of North Carolina –particularly, their collections of actualitées, travel
reports, industrial and educational films that all dated from the first half of
the century of the cinema and that were all shot on nitrate film.1
In a way, I argue, Morrison’s strategy enacts a reversal of classic cinema’s
subordination of time to movement comparable to the Deleuzian taxonomy.
Decasia’s cannibalization and recontextualization of prewar ‘movement-images’ according to irrational cuts and false continuities enacts an undermining
of the concept of time as the relation of movement and space. Whereas, in
the classic movement-image, the rational cut served as a ‘linkage of images’
(Deleuze 1986b, 213), producing ‘natural relations (series)’ (Deleuze 1986a,
204) of images, the film of the time-image ‘disenchain[s]’ (Bogue 2003, 173)
the images from these series, opening up and expanding an ‘irrational interval’ by which each image, according to Rodowick:

THE FILMS OF BILL MORRISON

[..] becomes what probability physics calls a ‘bifurcation point’, where it
is impossible to know or predict in advance which direction change will
take. The chronological time of the movement-image fragments into an
image of uncertain becoming […] the regime of the time-image replaces
this deterministic universe with a probabilistic one. (Rodowick 1997, 15)
This is not to suggest that Decasia is a random collection of images and
sequences – quite the contrary, in an interview Morrison reveals his thorough
composition of the film.2 The relation between images and sequences, however, is undetermined, unpredictable, and probabilistic.
Decasia begins (and ends) with the image of a spinning Sufi dancer from
Egypt – André Bazin’s country of mummies. Already at the beginning, Decasia accentuates the paradox of what could be called a ‘static dynamics’ – here,
movement does not propel a plot by action-reaction, but rather stays ‘within
the frame’, and within the confinements of this frame, movement ‘happens’
only locally, as if space does not exist (or matter), whereas the movement itself
deconstructs its proper ‘motor function’ and allows a glimpse of what Deleuze
calls ‘a little time in the pure state’ (1986b, xi), a direct time-image, independent of montage strategies. After the Sufi dancer, a sequence shot in a film laboratory and rotating film reels follows – the audience witnesses the birth of a
film within film.3
The dancer’s circular movement is taken up again in this sequence and
enacts the constituting paradox of the filmic medium: the ‘static dynamics’ of
film – movement and stasis at the same time, the illusion of movement as the
effect of static snapshots is complemented by the ‘static dynamics’ in film (the
Sufi dancer), subverting or at least questioning the sensory-motor schema of
the classic movement-image. Images of movement and circulation, of birth,
life, and death provide a ‘red thread’ in Morrison’s film and are also adopted
in the circular structure of Decasia itself, opening and concluding with the
Sufi dancer. ‘Repetition’ is one of Morrison’s stylistic means – he often uses
the same ‘parent movie’ (found footage) in various films. In Decasia, he uses
sequences that he had already used in his earlier films, such as The Film of Her
(1997) and Trinity (2002). Re-petition, however, – just like re-memberance –
is not a repetition of the same … this would rather be re-dundancy. Morrison
instead ‘extracts’ sequences from their ‘original’ narratives and embeds them
in a new context – in the context of time itself. The ‘return’ of certain images
returns as difference and thus has a certain affinity to memory, as Morrison
himself points out:
The frame pauses briefly before the projector’s lamp, and then moves on.
Our lives are accumulations of ephemeral images and moments that our
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Fig. 4.1: Boxer and blob.

consciousness constructs into a reality. No sooner have we grasped the
present, it is relegated to the past, where it only exists in the subjective
history of each individual. (Morrison 2006)
After the two intro-sequences, scenes and images in various states of decomposition and decay follow. Decasia does not depict the signs of the time as
flaws, as material defects; rather, these effects transfer their own aesthetics
onto the images. Morrison has deliberately chosen sequences in which the
representation engages in direct contact with the material carrier. A boxer is
seen fighting against an amorphous blob (once presumably the image of a
punching ball) threatening to swallow him (Fig. 4.1).
‘Flames’ dance over the close-up face of a woman, ‘wounding’ both celluloid and image. The film’s and the woman’s skin cracks and bubbles and
seethes like molten lava – the woman’s face morphs ‘out of shape’, melts.
The subject and title of the film seems to have transferred or inscribed itself
into its material. The resulting tensions create a texture ‘so porous it recalls
a “pointilliste” texture in the manner of Seurat’ (Deleuze 1986a, 85)4 and produce cracks that echo old oil paintings, but also of some of Brakhage’s works.
Decasia owns a tactile texture, an almost sculptural depth missing from most
contemporary film – this is not the utopia of the digital image, as sharply
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defined as possible, but the idea of an almost three-dimensional geology of
surface. Morrison’s approach starts with the materiality of the filmic medium
and its own proper metamorphosis, rather than its capability to represent time
and things – the temporality and thingness of the material itself is the center
of his work, not the forms and shapes it represents, but the shape and form it
becomes. The struggle between image and material ruins the narration of the
‘original film’, but produces a new ‘narrative’ that Decasia does not illustrate,
but that emerges out of the ruinous image itself.
The return of film’s (repressed) materiality makes itself seen as the
destruction of the image that it had produced in the first place – yet, as
Joachim Paech has poignantly stated, ‘“the death of images” […] is itself an
image again, otherwise it would not be representable’ (Paech 1999, 123, my
translation). In Morrison’s matter-image, film is revealed as image-producing
materiality, not as an illusion of reality, as in classic film. Since, for the audience of Decasia, the (re)entry of the material in the medial form appears as
the very destruction of that form, the result is a paradoxical mise-en-scène of
the simultaneity of appearance and disappearance, of destruction and construction. The filmic material is not (only) a transparent transmitter of images
and meaning, but rather instrumental in its construction – the subject of ‘time’
in Decasia is presented on the filmic material directly, by the material’s ‘treatment’ by time itself.

RUINOUS FILM | FILMIC RUIN
Morrison’s films constitute and partake in what might be called a ‘poetics of
the ruin’5, a poetics of the historicity of film, not in the sense of traditional
historiography of film, but with regards to the historicity – even ‘mortality’ – of
its thingness. However, Decasia does not really fit into the tradition of ‘images
of ruins’ of (post) 09-11 cinema – Decasia rather presents ‘ruinous images’, is a
‘ruinous film|filmic ruin’ that does not represent the decay of some other object,
but enacts the decomposition of its own material. These ruinous images deconstruct the linear time of classic film – they seem to emerge from the fringes of
‘readability’, located between pure indexicality and meaning, between a ‘reanimated present of the past’ and time as a complex mystery. Film’s mythical
power to ‘capture time’ merges with the tragedy that the medium film itself –
as materiality – is also subjected to the vicissitudes of time – here, the aesthetics of the archive6 is married to the poetics of the ruin, indexicality connects
with entropy.
Here, film leaps over the threshold separating the ‘likeness-factor’ of representation from direct ‘embodiment’ – C.S. Peirce has theorized this in semi-
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otic terms as the difference between icon and index and has pointed out that,
in photography, for example, the iconic relation of likeness is only a secondary
and forced effect of its indexicality:
Photographs, especially instantaneous photographs, are very instructive,
because we know that they are in certain respects exactly like the objects
they represent. But this resemblance is due to the photographs having
been produced under such circumstances that they were physically forced
to correspond point by point to nature. (1998, 5-6, emphasis added)
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In Decasia’s ‘ruinous images’, the indexicality is not only the one underlying
the iconicity of the represented figures and objects, but first and foremost an
index that is a chemical reaction of the compounds of nitro-cellulose with
the environment. Decasia’s represented figures and forms do not deteriorate
because of a diegetically motivated decomposition (as in the Horror Film –
see e.g. the early films of David Cronenberg or Philip Brophy’s Body Melt
[1993]), but because of the decay of its carrier materiality. This logic of matter’s ‘reclaiming of power’ against its forced (in)formation by man is the central topic of Georg Simmel’s essay ‘The Ruin’ (1907). The ‘[a]rtistic formation’
enacted by the creative subject (Simmel refers to architecture in particular)
here appears as an ‘act of violence committed by the spirit to which the stone
has unwillingly submitted’ (Simmel 1959, 260) – there’s a similar ‘physical
force’ at work like the one underlying the iconic aspect of the index. In a ruin,
however, ‘decay destroys the unity of form’ (260), spirit engages in a dialectical struggle with nature and with the ‘laws governing the material’ (‘Eigengesetzlichkeit des Materials’) (259) – and this material aims to stop the subject’s
and the spirit’s game. From ‘the standpoint of […] purpose’ (260), from the
perspective of the ‘unity of form’, this natural decay appears as ‘a meaningless
incident’ (260) – however, the result of this is not the simple ‘formlessness of
mere matter’ (261). The fascination of the ruin – and of a ruinous film such as
Decasia – is precisely the fact that the destruction of an object (or of an image)
makes a new object or image emerge, a ‘new form which, from the standpoint
of nature, is entirely meaningful, comprehensible, differentiated’ (261-262).
This ‘new form’ is the result of antagonistic forces, of the interplay of entropy
and evolution, of past and present, intention and chance. The ruin – like Morrison’s Decasia – simultaneously struggles and plays with its own destruction;
in this very oscillation a ‘new form’ emerges. Thus, in Decasia, scenes in which
the amorphous mass threatens to swallow the ‘diegetic life’ are on par with
scenes in which the image precisely seems to emerge out of that blob (Fig 4.2).
All things considered, the ruin lacks nothing – above all, it does not lack
any ‘preceding totality’. In its continuous folding of past into present and vice
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Fig. 4.2: Amorphous mass and diegetic life.

Decasia

versa, with the ruin (as with Decasia, with its similar folding of outside (materiality) into inside (image) and vice versa) one cannot simply designate ‘decay’
as the negative, destructive force: like with the Moebius Strip, the outside is
simultaneously part of the inside, decay and composition become indiscernible, being destructive and creative at the same time. If, in the abstract temps
of Marey (and of Classic Physics and of Classic Film), as Bergson maintains,
there can be no creation, and if this statement remains true for the ‘narrative
level’ of film, on the level of the materiality of the medium, newness emerges.

THE AURA OF THE THING
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When Simmel describes the patina on metal, wood, ivory and marble, it almost
seems as if he were talking about the images in Decasia and the ‘mysterious
harmony’ that ‘the product becomes more beautiful by chemical and physical
means; that what has been willed becomes, without intention of force, something obviously new, often more beautiful’ (1959, 262), resulting in a ‘special
something’ that ‘no new fabric can imitate’ (264). 7
This singularity comes close to what Walter Benjamin has famously
designated as aura, the work of art’s ‘presence in time and space, its unique
existence’ (1986b, 220), which has declined in the age of mechanical reproduction.8 ‘Aura’ comes close to being the historicity of materiality. According to
Benjamin, aura’s ‘analogue in the case of a utilitarian object is the experience
that precipitates on this object’ (2002, 55)9 – the aura of a work of art is a direct
effect of its ‘contact’ with time and space. Morrison points out the importance
of this ‘direct contact’ as well:
[…] older archival footage […] [has] this quality of having been touched
[…] by time, by a non-human intervention that is organic […] there are
many things happening between the first time they were registered on
the 35 mm negative and transferred to a paper intermediary, to being
stored, rained on, or being nibbled by rats; the hairs in the specs, the
grain and what would have to happen for that to be brought out and
to be re-photographed some 60 years later. So each picture has its own
dimension of time, its own history. Whether or not you are conscious of
this while watching, you are still watching these tiny histories go by […]
(quoted in Habib 2004b)
With Morrison ‘staging’ the film as a singular, material object, and with the
continuous oscillation of materiality, filmed objects, and time, Decasia succeeds, I argue, in the ‘re-auratization’ of film precisely in the age of mechani-
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cal reproduction. When Bazin claims that photography (and, implicitly, film)
‘affects us like a phenomenon in nature, like a flower or a snowflake whose
vegetable or earthly origins are an inseparable part of their beauty’ (Bazin
2005, 13), we can specify with Decasia, that film can affect us as a ‘natural’ phenomenon, because, in an important aspect, it is a natural phenomenon.
Decasia follows a conception of ‘cinematic time’ different from that which
Bergson saw as the biggest drawback of the cinema – its fundamental linearity and abstractness. Decasia’s time is neither the duration of the projected
film, nor the one of the film’s narrative, neither narration time, nor narrated
time, but the time of its material. Decasia contradicts Bergson’s claim that
cinema can only endlessly repeat ‘the same’ – Decasia, rather, is the cinematic
proof for Bergson’s observation that ‘[w]herever anything lives, there is, open
somewhere, a register in which time is being inscribed […] duration, acting and
irreversible’ (1944, 20).10 We are presented with a film that merges the ‘nonsubjective’ perception of the camera-eye with the ‘non-human perception’ of
matter itself – in its focus on the ‘perceptiveness of matter’, Decasia shows that
film is not only a signifying machine, and/or an image-and-sound machine,
but, because of its chemical composition, it is also something like ‘a chlorophyll- or a photosynthesis-machine’ (Deleuze and Guattari 1992). The amorphous shapes of and in Decasia result from the oscillation of the formation or
representation of objects, and the natural and organic processes of the object
or matter ‘film’ itself – representation and materiality, image and thing are
being folded into each other. In a commentary on Decasia, Morrison puts this
in terms reminiscent of the terminology of ‘Embodied Mind Philosophy’: ‘The
images can be thought of as desires or memories: actions that take place in the
mind. The filmstock can be thought of as their body, that which enables these
events to be seen. Like our own bodies this celluloid is a fragile and ephemeral
medium that can deteriorate in countless ways’ (Morrison 2006, 98). In a similar manner, George Lakoff and Mark Johnson argue in Philosophy in the Flesh
that ‘[w]hat is important is not just that we have bodies and that thought is
somehow embodied. What is important is that the very peculiar nature of our
bodies shapes our very possibilities for conceptualization and categorization’
(Lakoff and Johnson 1999, 19); this, I argue, is what Decasia shows with regard
to the filmic body, the materiality of the medium ‘film’. Decasia is on every level
a more complex ‘history of film’, with concepts of ‘history’ and ‘memory’ that
go far beyond the film archivists’ idea of the ‘preservation of contents’. Morrison comments –
[…] I’ve shown Decasia in archival symposiums, and archivists rushed up
to me afterwards and were saying: ‘But you must document what all these
are.’ But […] that would defeat the purpose. And it would make it seem
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a plea for preservation which I’m not actually doing. Certainly none of
this work would exist without preservation. I am greatly indebted to them
but I’m not saying it is necessarily tragic that time erodes these things
because, hey, that’s what happens […] the magic of cinema is also its
fleeting nature, not only its objectual nature. (quoted in Habib 2004b)
As Deleuze, in his reading of Bergson, states – ‘the past which is preserved takes
on all the virtues of beginning and beginning again. It is what holds in its depth
or its sides the surge of the new reality, the bursting forth of life’ (1986b, 92).
Decasia takes into consideration that, as Bergson wrote, ‘memory […] is
just the intersection of mind and matter’ (1991, 13). It is this folding of perception into memory and vice versa that defines Deleuze’s ‘crystal of time’ (see
1986b, 68-97) – and in Morrison’s Decasia, I argue, the ‘crystallization of time’
allows for a very materialist reading.
92 |

NOTES
1

Decasia is a collaboration with the American Composer Michael Gordon (one
of the founders of the Bang On a Can collective) in association with The Ridge
Theater, New York. I will not go into the intricacies of that very peculiar image
and sound cooperation, since that would be an essay of its own. Decasia was not
conceptualized as a film (like what you get on a DVD), but as a multimedia event,
premiered 2001 in Basel, Switzerland, with the Basel Sinfonietta Orchestra, slide
projections, a very special stage architecture, etc. Gordon’s symphony ventures
into the fringes of sound and works with repetitions, superimpositions, etc. – a
sonic equivalent to Morrison’s visual strategies.

2

See Barnaby Welch’s interview with Morrison for High Angle Magazine (2002) on
http://www.decasia.com/html/highangle.html, last accessed 14 April 2008.

3

Note the parallel to Dziga Vertov’s Man with a Movie Camera.

4

Deleuze talks about this texture in the section on ‘gaseous perception’ (1986a,
80-86). While Deleuze here comments on, for example, George Landow’s and Ken
Jacobs’ use of decaying found footage, quite similar to Morrison’s, and the idea
of ‘an image defined by molecular parameters’ (85) and the impression that here
‘the film itself seems to die’ (86), Deleuze, I argue, is more concerned with perception and the projected image itself rather than its material ‘coming into being’.
See also Totaro 2004.

5

See e.g. Blümlinger (2009), the essays by André Habib (2004a, 2004b), or the essay
by Cadava (2001).
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6

See e.g. Cohen (2004), and – of course – Derrida (1997).

7

Nitro-cellulose, just like the ‘old fabrics’ that Simmel describes, is subjected to
‘dryness and moisture, heat and cold, outer wear and inner disintegration’ (1959,
264).

8

However – ‘[f]or the last time the aura emanates from the early photographs’
(1986a, 224). Benjamin explains this ‘persistence’ of aura a.o. with the long exposure times of early photography. In the reduction of exposure time – which more
than faintly reminds of Bergson’s duration – from various hours to only seconds,
Benjamin sees an important factor of the decay of aura. Correspondingly, long
exposure time emerges as a sign of the ‘technical conditionality of the auratic
appearance’ (1979, 248, my translation of ‘technisches Bedingtsein der auratischen Erscheinung’), that ‘strange weave of space and time’ (1979, 250).

9

My translation of ‘so entspricht die Aura [...] eben der Erfahrung, die sich an
einem Gegenstand des Gebrauchs als Übung absetzt.’ The English translation
– ‘[aura’s] analogue in the case of a utilitarian object is the experience which
has left traces of the practiced hand’ (1968b, 188), I argue, reduces the object’s
experience to something done to it by a human hand, whereas Benjamin leaves
that open. Also, the German expression ‘sich absetzen’ also alludes to the
chemical process of precipitation, which comes quite handy in my context.

10 When Simmel speaks of ‘the present form of the past’ (1959, 266) – a concept in
which ‘the ruin’ and ‘the archive’ seem to merge, this simultaneity or coexistence
of temporalities is of particular relevance to Bergson, who defines memory as ‘the
prolongation of the past into the present’ (1944, 20).
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This essay discusses Werner Herzog’s 2010 3D film Cave of Forgotten Dreams as an effort
to read (media) history against the grain so as to bring cinema’s historically suppressed
potentiality to life again. What the author calls Herzog’s Cave Cinema is dedicated to
expanding display and moving image culture and thus enables viewers to encounter their
present, not as a rapid succession of highly fragmented images but as a meeting ground for
contingent meanings and layered durations. As it reframes some of the oldest expressions
of humankind, Cave Cinema asks us to rework our bodily relation to the (filmic) world
and its temporality, decelerate our perceptual processes, and precisely in this way opens
a window to the future as a site of potentiality.
Keywords: cave art, film theory, Werner Herzog, media archaeology, 3D cinema

he historiography of storage and display media abounds with tales of evolutionary
progress and epics of patrilineal succession. Photography provided the seeds for the
arrival of cinema; the new iPad’s retina display radically advances the sharpening of electronic
images established by iPad and iPad 2; today’s computing unifies various legacies of data
storage, visual animation, and distributed communication. As these common genealogies
suggest, scholars and critics love to think of media history in terms of a teleological enterprise
leading from infancy to maturity, from childhood to old age, with one stage of technological
development fathering the next, and with later stages offering more refined, more immersive,
more perfect versions of past configurations. In some of these scenarios, we may allow for
unforeseen divorces or even mighty Oedipal revolts: some media, as we tell their stories,
get displaced unfairly by others, while other media kill their fathers upon arrival. Yet,
the overall emplotment of media history follows a fairly limited cause-and-effect pattern,
i.e., a deterministic narrative in the context of which past events merely prefigure present
achievements, and future change is primarily imagined as a continuation and improvement
of what we have today.
The surge of 3D film releases in recent years has predominantly been promoted in
such terms of biological maturing and evolutionary perfection. In its efforts to lure spectators
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away from tiny cellphone screens and multiply framed YouTube windows, 3D has been
advertised as a means to expand the affective power of cinema by synthesizing moving
image and virtual reality technologies and thus complete what ordinary cinema itself no
longer seems to deliver: immersive pleasure and ecstatic movement. Jake Sully, the hero of
James Cameron’s Avatar, is 3D’s most iconic flag-bearer. When he for the first time explores
his new virtual body—first stumbling and hopping, and then running and relishing the joy
of transcending his physical constraints—he performs and allegorizes what 3D is meant to
be all about, namely to displace an inhibited past with a more animated and blissful present.
3D promises to resituate cinema’s fourth wall and, like surround sound, push cinematic
representation beyond the screen’s limits. 3D, in fact, pledges to entertain viewers with the
conversion of the screen into what new media culture has come to understand as a fully
transparent interface: a zone of physical contact at which machines and users meet each
other and engage in mutual interchanges. In its effort to fold the viewer into the space of
the viewed, 3D today thus poses as a perfect training ground not only for a present in which
digital screens have become both mobile and ubiquitous, but also for spectators eager to sense
pixels and code in all their materiality. Presented as the child of both traditional cinema and
ordinary desktop computers, 3D display is expected to complete what its parents no longer
are able to carry out: to overcome spectatorial disbelief and thereby bring cinema’s quest for
illusionism to a logical conclusion.
This essay explores not only a different emplotment of 3D representation, but thereby
also envisions an alternate way of mapping media history—one largely free of biological or
teleological metaphors, one open to contingency and discontinuity, one eager to read history
against the grain and precisely in this way to open the door for alternate futures. The focus
of my argument will be on Werner Herzog’s recent 3D essay film, Cave of Forgotten Dreams
(2010), in which Herzog approaches the drawings of the Chauvet Cave so as to reconsider
the ontology of the cinematic medium and ponder certain ruptures and continuities between
the earliest signs of human artistic production and our own present and future. Similar to the
way in which rock artists 30,000 years ago considered walls as membranes from which to
release animated images, Herzog presents 3D cinematography as a medium of heightened
attentiveness that has the potential to move viewers beyond the confines of the conventional
screenic frame and causal narrative. Parietal art, in Herzog’s trenchant perspective, can teach
contemporary and future film audiences a lesson or two about the art of embodied looking;
it embodies a temporality of beholding that repudiates the restless rhythms of today’s visual
culture.
At first, it is tempting to think of Herzog’s descent into Paleolithic darkness as an
endeavor to unearth the archetypical and timeless: a decisive turn away from the present
into some prehistoric past and otherness. Yet the wager of this essay is to present Herzog’s
cave cinema as a cinema of potentiality and futurity, as an effort to engage the viewer in
a media-archaeological exercise able to uncover cinema’s unclaimed pasts and forgotten
futures. Most prominently defined by Erkki Huhtamo and Jussi Parikka, the academic field
of media archaeology seeks to construct “alternate histories of suppressed, neglected, and
forgotten media that do not point teleologically to the present media-cultural condition as
their ‘perfection.’ Dead ends, losers, and inventions that never made it into a material product
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have important stories to tell.”1 As he explores the dreams and caves of seemingly distant
times, Herzog aspires to construct such an alternate history; his primary goal is no less than to
bring cinema’s historically suppressed potentiality to life again. To be sure, Herzog’s interest
is not in simply idolizing the dead bodies of the past and to heroize the losers of media
history. Instead, what is at the center of his inquiry is to expand cinema by activating the
proto-cinematic aspects of dreams and parietal art and mobilize these against how dominant
film culture has coupled 3D to the telling of teleologically integrated tales. By exploding
the quadrilateral flatness of the cinematic image, Herzog’s media archaeology wants us to
relearn how to see with our senses and to sense our seeing. He invites viewers to experience
cinema as both a past and a future site of fluid sensuous transactions and open-ended physical
voyages.
What this essay will call Herzog’s Cave Cinema then is a cinema of phenomenological
attractions in which vision exceeds the optical and viewers are not subjected to the linear
drive of narrative progress. Cave Cinema is dedicated to expanding display and moving image
culture and thus enables viewers to encounter their present, not as a rapid succession of highly
fragmented images but as a meeting ground for contingent meanings and layered durations.
As it reframes some of the oldest expressions of humankind, Cave Cinema asks us to take
time, to behold multiple times at once, so as to rework our bodily relation of the (filmic) world
and its temporality, decelerate our perceptual processes, and precisely in this manner open a
window to the future as a site of potentiality. Media history often suffers from deterministic
and teleological models of thought, reading the present as a direct extension and culmination
of the past and precisely thus evacuating what is contingent, unpredictable, erratic, and open
from history. Herzog’s media archaeology resists this mode of narrating time.

1.
The exploration of other states of consciousness—dreams, visions, hallucinations—has been
at the heart of Werner Herzog’s work as a film director ever since the late 1960s.2 Think
of Herzog’s use of hypnosis in Heart of Glass (1976); the depiction of colonial madness in
Aguirre, the Wrath of God (1972); the mirages and apparitions of Fata Morgana (1972); or
the delusions, deliria, megalomanias, and prophetic stances of Herzog’s protagonists in later
feature films such as Fitzcarraldo (1982), Cobra Verde (1987), The Wild Blue Yonder (2005),
and Bad Lieutenant: Port of Call New Orleans (2009) and in documentaries such as Bells
from the Deep (1993), Gesualdo: Death for Five Voices (1995), and Grizzly Man (2005).
In Cave of Forgotten Dreams, Herzog’s quest for what Brad Prager has called Herzog’s

1

Erkki Huhtamo and Jussi Parikka, “Introduction: An Archaeology of Media Archaeology,” Media Archaeology: Approaches, Applications, and Implications, eds. Erkki Huhtamo and Jussi Parikka
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 2011), 3.
2
For an early exploration of this topic on Herzog’s work, see Eric Rentschler, “The Politics of Vision:
Herzog’s Heart of Glass,” The Films of Werner Herzog: Between Mirage and History, ed. Timothy
Corrigan (London: Methuen, 1987), 159–181.
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pursuit of aesthetic ecstasy and truth,3 takes on a new dimension as we follow the director
into the Chauvet Cave in southern France and ruminate about the origins of human art and
spiritualism around 30,000 years ago. Discovered in 1994, Chauvet contains by far the oldest
cave paintings and carvings known today. It was shut to the public soon after its discovery for
reasons of preservation; ever since, only highly select teams of scientists and humanists have
been granted access to the site to research the cave’s extraordinary rock art and bring light
into the mysteries surrounding its coming into being.4 In all likelihood, Herzog’s descent
into the cave will remain the only extended filmic document of the cave’s parietal art for
some time to come: a film redeeming the past in all its obscurity for an unknown future.
The Chauvet Cave, Herzog ponders at some point early in the film, “is like a frozen
flash of time”; it presents “a perfect time capsule.” But from the film’s very first shots, it
is clear that Herzog’s trip to southern France is not simply about showcasing a remote past
for modern eyes of consumption. Instead, Cave of Forgotten Dreams wants to be at once a
meditation about the prehistorical and spiritual origins of image production, and an attempt
to explore past artistic practices as a resource to expand cinema beyond its historically
developed language and modes of looking. Herzog’s quest, in other words, is to tap into the
long durée of forgotten pasts so as to complicate what we today should consider an image in
the first place.
To be sure, scholars of cave art have still not found one conclusive answer about
why people, about 30,000 years ago, descended into the darkness of interior spaces in order
to engrave, scratch, paint, and draw images on rock walls. Dominant accounts refer to
shamanism, apotropaic visualization, and quasi-genetic needs for aesthetic self-expression
in order to explain what inspired acts of prehistoric image-making in the flickering light of
torches.5 But there is little agreement about the exact psychological and social function of
early cave art, let alone whether we should consider Paleolithic markings as art in the first
place. Herzog’s film asks a handful of scholars to articulate their positions regarding this
matter, but in the end he seeks neither to take sides in current scholarly debates, nor to arrive
at one coherent view of what caused Paleolithic people to engage in image-making. His most
important aim lies somewhere else: to explore prehistoric caves as (forgotten) media whose
images can move viewers beyond dominant forms of cinematic projection and whose dreams

3

Brad Prager, The Cinema of Werner Herzog: Aesthetic Ecstasy and Truth (London: Wallflower Press,
2007).
4
For a good overview and preliminary summary of various explorations and research activities, see
Jean-Marie Chauvet, Elitette Brunel Deschamps, and Christian Hillaire, Dawn of Art: The Chauvet
Cave (New York: Harry N. Abrams, 1996); and Jean Clottes, Chauvet Cave: The Art of the Earliest
Times (Salt Lake City: University of Utah Press, 2003).
5
For different overviews of what inspired early cave art and whether we should consider it as art in the
first place, see, among many other examples, Max Raphael, Prehistoric Cave Paintings, trans. Norbert
Guterman (New York: Pantheon Books, 1946); Ellen Dissanayake, Homo Aestheticus: Where Art
Comes From and Why (Seattle: University of Washington Press, 1995); Jean Clottes, Cave Art (London:
Phaidon, 2008); David Lewis-Williams, The Mind in the Cave: Consciousness and the Origins of Art
(London: Thames and Hudson, 2002); and David S. Whitley, Cave Paintings and the Human Spirit:
The Origin of Creativity and Belief (Amherst: Prometheus Books, 2009).
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question how both commercial cinema and media history have made us understand time as
a linear, teleological, and tightly integrated progression from A to Z.
Not long into the film, Herzog allows us for the first time to behold Chauvet’s perhaps
most iconic images, a panel depicting the heads of four horses, their eyes all directed to
the left, their shapes neatly set against each other in such a way that we cannot escape
the impression of forward movement. As in various later encounters, Herzog’s camera here
already seeks to accentuate the images’ stunning efforts to represent motion; he captures
the deliberate flickering of artificial illumination and tenderly pans across the walls so as
to imprint the animals’ intimated dash onto the viewer’s perceptual registers. “For these
Paleolithic painters,” we hear Herzog’s voiceover right before his camera begins to travel
over a pair of bison fighting with each other, “the play of light and shadows from their
torches could possibly have looked something like this. For them, the animals perhaps
appeared moving, living.” Herzog’s voice at once speaks propaedeutically and deictically in
this moment. It precedes, points at, and, in this way, virtually summons what it then wants
to show and prove to our eyes. It asks advanced 3D-technology to learn from the past and
invites us to see our own seeing as part of a much older practice of enchanted looking.
Only seconds later, Herzog’s camera will identify the image of a single bison, its body
painted with eight legs as if to embody—as Herzog himself is eager to point out—”almost a
form of proto-cinema.” Paleolithic painters, we are to conclude, as they allowed the trembling
light of their torches to energize their imagination, foreshadowed what scholars of our own
times have often canonized as one of the crucial origins of cinema: Étienne-Jules Marey’s late
nineteenth-century desire to arrest individual aspects of specific movements within the unity
of one and the same image. Herzog’s painters thus speak to us across fundamental divisions
of time. Their dreams and visions not only anticipate our own aspirations and technologies.
They also have the power to deliver whatever appears past and frozen from the Medusan
logic of deep time—to display the long durée of human history as something dynamic, as
something that resonates through our own present and might open the door to alternate and
unclaimed futures.
Like the flickering of early film projectors, as they fused separate still frames into
captivating representations of movement, prehistoric cave painting in Herzog’s view drew
makers and viewers alike into hallucinatory experiences of dynamic motion. Nowhere does
this analogy become more explicit than when Herzog, while urging one of the Chauvet
researchers to meditate about the interplay of light, shadow, and bodily presence in early
cave art, suddenly cuts to the “Bojangles of Harlem” sequence of George Stevens’s Swing
Time (1936). The scene shows Fred Astaire tap dancing on stage, his back mostly to the
audience, his face and body primarily directed toward his own shadow as it is being cast
threefold on a giant screen at the back of the stage. In the course of Astaire’s original number,
the dancer’s shadows gain increasing independence from the actual body on stage; they
continue or supplement moves Astaire himself does not carry out on stage, thus not only
multiplying the choreography’s complexity, but also identifying the speed and virtuosity
of Astaire’s steps as media of intoxication, of out-of-body experiences, of a temporary
suspension and transcendence of the real.
At once meant as a replay and a flash forward, Herzog’s use of “Bojangles of Harlem” is
programmatic (see Figure 1). It defines the proto-cinematic aspects of cave art in terms much
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FIGURE 1. Werner Herzog, Cave of Forgotten Dreams (2010). Frame enlargements. (Color figure available
online.)
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more expansive than how we have come to accept cinema as a vehicle of realist illusion and
integrated narrative time. As they allowed the flickering play of light and shadow to intoxicate
their own senses, Paleolithic painters anticipated a cinema very well able to transport mind
and body into the unknown; to challenge the parameters of the real and invite the fantastic
to enter its scenes; to provide sensory experiences—not just consumable images—powerful
enough to be and become other. Astaire’s dance intoxicates itself with its own representation
and precisely in this way allows representation to gain material presence and animated life
in its own right. Cave artists dreamed such dreams long before cameras, projectors, and
screens were able to call still images to life, as much as they remind us of bodily pleasures
that—like Astaire’s—move us far beyond the kind of thrills commercial cinema has come to
offer its viewers since its emergence. In Herzog’s Cave Cinema, the making and beholding
of images fuse into one single dynamic and space, yet not in order to enable states of absolute
self-presence but—as Astaire’s example indicates—to play with the possibility of living and
encountering multiple rhythms, speeds, and temporalities at once.

FIGURE 2. Werner Herzog, Cave of Forgotten Dreams (2010). Frame enlargements. (Color figure available
online.)
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Prompted by Herzog toward the end of the film, French archaeologist Jean-Michel
Geneste reflects on our species’ ability to inscribe memory and communicate it, through
mythology and music, across history. To be human, in his view, is to resist the entropy of time
and be able to trace and read layered traces of lived life against the stream of linear chronology.
Figurative images must be seen as humanity’s perhaps most effective tool of allowing pasts
to communicate with their futures, and—as Geneste is eager to conclude, pointing his finger
directly at the camera—cameras like Herzog’s clearly continue this mnemonic mission. At
this point, Herzog cuts to an aerial shot of the banks of the Ardèche River, right next to the
entrance of the cave. We can identify three men standing next to the water, their faces directed
at the camera; one of them is Herzog, another holds a bulky remote control in his hands. The
camera moves smoothly toward the group, yet before reaching them, turns halfway around
and catches a glimpse of the river and the majestic arch dominating the valley. Meanwhile, the
soft humming of an electric motor emanates from the soundtrack. The camera’s eye then turns
back to the group again, approaches the open hands of the man in the middle, and ends its
approach in the dark cave of his hands, with nothing to show and nothing for us to see anymore.
The shot’s self-reflexivity could hardly be trumped (see Figure 2). What it reveals to
the viewer is the work of a small helicopter camera, taking pictures of its director as much
as of its operator, laying bare what made many earlier images of the film possible in the first
place. And yet, as the helicopter’s image fades into cavernous black, it also seems to return the
viewer across the banks of time to the Upper Paleolithic—or better: to define prehistoric cave
painters and advanced cinematographers as contemporaries, as being able to communicate
through visionary images across history. Like Astaire, Herzog’s film here turns on itself to
show and celebrate what the magic of human image-making, according to Geneste, is all
about: to complicate our maps of progress, uncover history’s unconscious in the name of the
future, and thereby reveal the dynamic co-temporality of media past and present.

2.
Time to recall that one of the most influential Western conceptions of perception, truth,
and the duality of body and mind, namely Plato’s simile of the cave, not only shares its
location with Herzog’s Cave of Forgotten Dreams but has also inspired generations of film
theorists to conceptualize cinema as a powerful machine of fantasy production. In the work
of apparatus-theorists of the 1970s such as Jean-Louis Baudry,6 Plato’s cave foreshadowed
nothing less than the perceptual conditions of cinematic experience: the way in which both
the womblike darkness of the auditorium and the mechanical time of cinematic projection
immobilize spectators so as to entertain them with captivating illusion; the way in which
the dream screen of filmic representation, rather than merely helping to disseminate certain
ideological perspectives, is ideological in its very institutional nature. As summarized by
Thomas Elsaesser and Malte Hagener, in Baudry’s rather tragic and highly deterministic
view of the cinematic situation, “the specific set-up of projection, screen and audience,
together with the ‘centering’ effects of optical perspective and the focalizing strategies of
6
Jean-Louis Baudry, “Cinema: effets ideologiques produits par l’appareil de base,” Cinétique 7/8
(1970): 1–8.
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filmic narration, all ensure or conspire to transfix but also to transpose the spectator into a
trance-like state in which it becomes difficult to distinguish between the ‘out-there’ and the
‘in here.”’7 Replaying Plato’s allegory, cinema’s architecture of the gaze in Baudry’s view
renders reality checks impossible; it at once requires and produces spectatorial immobility
in order to rework the viewer’s psyche and make us complacent with protocols of consumer
capitalism.
Though both Herzog and Baudry see caves as sites foreshadowing the operations of
cinematic looking, nothing could be more different than how they think about the medium’s
ability to move into the future. For Herzog, the lessons to be learned from parietal art are far
too rich to reduce cinema—as Baudry does—to primarily an optical and physically stagnant
experience. In order to tease out this difference, let me briefly refer to what David LewisWilliams, in The Mind in the Cave, writes about why people more than 30,000 years ago
used sites of apparent sensory deprivation to produce, store, and communicate symbols:
In their various stages of altered states, questers sought, by sight and touch, in
the folds and cracks of the rock face, visions of powerful animals. It is as if the
rock were a living membrane between those who ventured in and one of the
lowest levels of the tiered cosmos; behind the membrane lay a realm inhabited
by spirit animals and spirits themselves, and the passages and chambers of the
caves penetrated deep into that realm.8
Lewis-Williams’s notion of cave and rock as membranes is useful to emphasize the
crucial difference between Herzog’s and Baudry’s appropriation of cavernous spaces as allegories of cinema. Whereas, for Baudry, the cave primarily figured as a model of how cinema’s
structures of looking suture viewers into the regimes of both disembodied Renaissance perspective and passive consumption, for Herzog prehistoric caves foreshadow the possibility
of thinking and embracing cinema as a membrane: a skin or revolving door of manifold
sensory and non-sensory transactions. Unlike Baudry, Herzog doesn’t approach Chauvet’s
cave paintings as if they were mere visual projections onto fixed screens. Though the visible
flickering of light and shadow clearly matters for our understanding of the act of making and
beholding parietal art, cave painting for Herzog as much as for Lewis-Williams is deeply
haptic or somatic in nature. It reveals through the medium of touch what is considered within
or behind the surface of the rock, and it invites the beholder into what media scholar Laura
Marks has, in a different context, called a sensuous response without abstraction, that is, a
“mimetic relationship between the perceiver and a sensuous object. .. [which] does not require an initial separation between perceiver and object that is mediated by representation.”9
It does not take much to notice that Cave of Forgotten Dreams abounds with references
to all kinds of senses—touch, hearing, smell—in order to explore the possibilities of a (past
7
Thomas Elsaesser and Malte Hagener, Film Theory: An Introduction Through the Senses (New York:
Routledge, 2010), 68.
8
Lewis-Williams, The Mind in the Cave 214.
9
Laura U. Marks, The Skin of Film: Intercultural Cinema, Embodiment, and the Senses (Durham, NC:
Duke University Press, 2000), 125.
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and future) cinema, the sensuous transactions of which have the ability to move us beyond
Baudry’s rather restricted notion of perceptual immobility. As modeled on the Chauvet Cave,
Herzog’s expanded cinema is one in which screens function like skin.10 The flatness of
projection is replaced by deep tactile space; Renaissance perspective no longer defines our
entry point into what we experience as image; and perceiver and perceived—like rock and
rock artist—can entertain mimetic relationships, i.e., nonhierarchical forms of reciprocity
that liquefy hardened boundaries between subject and object. Herzog’s repeated focus on a
handprint found in various locations of the Chauvet Cave and left, as scientific analysis has
shown, by a single individual, communicates this modeling of somatic, nonrepresentational
forms of cinematic perception. Contrary to initial assumption, Herzog’s thrill about this
handprint is not about his desire to identify a prehistoric prototype of bourgeois art’s cult
of the signature but about documenting a long-forgotten index of a symbiotic relationship
between flesh and rock, the human and the nonhuman, subject and object, materiality and
spirituality. The meaning of the hand’s imprint on the wall, for Herzog, functions like a
promissory note foretelling a yet-to-be realized cinema in which dominant notions of making
and consuming, activity and passivity, proximity and distance no longer hold because film
will define sight, touch, and movement as mutually imbricated. As it unsettles the integrity
of the conventional cinematic frame, 3D projection is as close as one might get to this
expanded cinema at this point. But all things told, the viewer’s 3D experience remains only
an allegorical abbreviation of what is proto-cinematic and, as it turns out, anti-Platonic about
the art of the Chauvet Cave: the promise of a promise.
As envisioned by Herzog then, Cave Cinema explores caves not simply as sites of
cinema before film but as models to expand cinema beyond its historical evolution. Mingling
the material with altered states of consciousness, Cave Cinema invokes structures of viewing
in which the cinematic image, instead of simply suturing the viewer’s mind and desire
into seamless narrative constructs, operates as a prosthetic limb allowing us to touch upon
topographies, objects, and histories not of our own making. Cave Cinema is a cinema of
embodiment and perceptual movement, a cinema offering sensory maps of the world. To
capture and behold an image, in this conception of the cinematic process, is to sharpen our
attention for the multiplicities of temporal trajectories that may define presentness in the first
place. Rather than to draw the viewer into the streamlined and restless time of narrative
progression, Herzog’s membrane-like cinema wants to open our senses to the irresolvable
overlay of different times and spaces that make up the present. And rather than shoving
the viewer forward along a relentless chain of events, Cave Cinema functions as a somatic
relay station shaping our awareness for the unframed and inexpressible, the strange and
other in ourselves as much as in the world around us. Images, in Cave Cinema, aren’t just
something putting a stable frame around our vision and thus converting the world into a
surface of visibility. The skin-like, multidimensional screens of Cave Cinema instead want
to serve as a concentration point of various intensities and temporalities, as enchanting
interfaces fusing the visual and the haptic so as to resurrect our desire to be and become
other, and literally to touch upon and be transformed by a dramatically expanded reality.
10

For more on the term of expanded cinema, see A. L. Rees, Duncan White, Steven Ball, and David
Curtis, Expanded Cinema: Art, Performance, Film (London: Tate, 2011).
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At once myth and medium, Cave Cinema promotes an inspiring return of conventional
cinema’s repressed: a meeting of different rhythms and intensities in whose context psychic
activity isn’t purchased through physical immobilization and sensory anaestheticization but
goes hand in hand with experiences of embodiment and our sense of bodily motion. In contrast
to dominant forms of spectatorship—in particular, the one conceptualized by apparatus
theory—Cave Cinema addresses the eye, not as a transparent window to the soul and the
viewer’s desire but as a physical organ, as part of a body for which experiences of touch
and physical motion are integral to the efficacy of seeing. Images here are not external to
the body, and precisely because of this they reveal to us that we have no absolute authority
over our own body, its senses, its temporal and spatial extensions, the images we receive and
produce alike; nor that we can employ this body and its images to claim authority over the
perceptual field, over inner and outer nature. The body of Cave Cinema is unstable and defies
decisive limits. It is something we can never entirely master and dominate. It is something
we merely borrow from time.

3.
Lewis-Williams has persuasively drawn our attention to the role of sound and the acoustical
in Paleolithic caves. While Socrates’s simile of the cave, in its foreshadowing of the standard
cinematic situation, largely described a silent theater of vision, the production of early cave
art has often been associated with the presence of low-frequency drumbeats, their ability to
induce trancelike states and enable out-of-body experiences. Findings suggest that resonant
areas in caves such as the one at Chauvet “are more likely to have images than non-resonant
ones. The implication is that people performed rituals involving drumming and chanting
in the acoustically best areas and then followed up these activities by making images.”11
Lewis-Williams is rightly skeptical about the grounds and ramifications of such scientific
speculation, but he nevertheless sees good reason to believe that acoustical properties added
important aspects to how cave artists produced and received rock images in the flickering light
of the cave. The effects of rhythmic drumming, the echoes of invisible animal sounds, and the
resonance of unexplainable topographical and geological noises—all, in his view, contributed
to setting a multisensory stage for altered states of consciousness: “The factors that governed
the placing of images were far more complex than resonance alone, and included the way
in which the topography of a cave was conceived and the locations where specific kinds of
spiritual experiences were encouraged. Still, we need not doubt that resonance and echoes
added to the effect of subterranean Upper Palaeolithic rituals. The caves, if not the hills, were
alive with the sound of music.”12
Well known for his work with opera, for his use of ethnic music as much as for his enveloping Wagnerian soundscapes,13 Herzog was well prepared to translate the hallucinatory
11
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acoustics of cave art into his media-archaeological vision of expanded cinema. It therefore
should hardly come as a surprise that Herzog took great care with the design of the musical
soundtrack for Cave of Forgotten Dreams, engaging Dutch avant-garde composer and cellist
Ernst Reijseger to provide a mix of atonal and choral, rhythmic and post-rhythmic, melodic
and strangely hovering musical sounds in order to flesh out the film’s cavernous images.
Reijseger had worked with Herzog before on films such as The White Diamond (2004) and
The Wild Blue Yonder (2005), and similar to these earlier projects, in Cave of Forgotten
Dreams Reijseger does everything at his disposal to surround the viewer with sounds at once
alluring and utterly uncanny, curiously familiar and perplexingly foreign—sounds at once
seemingly extraterrestrial and appearing to echo from the deepest recesses of the human soul
and body.
But Cave of Forgotten Dreams resounds with abundant acoustical references even
beyond the work of Reijseger’s soundtrack. Halfway through the film, Herzog leads the
viewer once again to the iconic horse panel in order to ruminate about the horses’ open
mouths, depicted as if caught in the act of whinnying. These images—Herzog speculates—are
quite audible to the viewer. They tell stories the sounds of which we can almost hear. As
the camera moves on to capture the paintings of other animals, Herzog then, inspired by
what he sees, reflects on a lion’s growl and a bison’s clapping hooves, as if such acoustical
impressions were as present and material as the physical markings on the wall. At other
moments in the film, Herzog draws our attention to the gurgling of subterranean springs and
how their sounds may have impacted the drawing of certain images; and—in a rather lengthy
and, at times, almost comical aside—to the role of (flute) music in Paleolithic societies. In all
of this, the focus is on sound not simply as a means of accompanying the visual, but as both
a spiritual and material force generating the world and energizing visual perception. Sound
here bespeaks and complicates the mobility of what can be seen. It situates Cave Cinema
as a cinema of synaesthetic intensities, as a cinema in which different sensory registers can
interact with, cross, and mutually enrich each other.
Yet nowhere does sound play a more important role in exploring the sensory aspects of
expanded cinema than about twenty minutes into the film, when Herzog asks scientists and
film crew to rest in silence and listen to the utter absence of external sounds amid the darkness
of the Chauvet Cave. For several minutes, the camera will glide over the faces and bodies of
Herzog’s cave explorers, calmly traverse various wall panels and drawings, show scientists
holding up scientific sketches of certain cave paintings, and capture the sight of bones spread
across the ground. Science could not be further removed from ordinary science during this
sequence, for Herzog pictures his collaborators in what appears to be a state of trance,
deep absorption, and compulsive attention—of aesthetic suspension and displacement. As if
washed over by the bliss of wonder, their faces and gazes show no more traces of science’s
call for relentless progress and methodical care for detail. Herzog’s editing amplifies our
impression of trance, our own trancelike sense of absorption during this sequence of silence,
by allowing the rhythmic pounding of a heartbeat eventually to resound from the soundtrack
and, intermixed with the haunting sounds of Reijseger cello, envelop our visual perception.
After some more time, Herzog’s voice concludes this scene of reverie by ruminating from the
extradiegetic off: “These images are memories of long forgotten dreams. Is it their heartbeat
or ours? Will we ever be able understand the vision of the artists across such an abyss of time?”
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The heartbeat’s sounds, to say the least, are at first thoroughly unnerving, though for
some they might succeed in drawing the viewer into a state of suspension and intoxication,
of sensing a pause in the relentless drive of linear and teleological time, of experiencing a
pocket of slowness amid the rush of modern temporality. Michel Chion’s distinction between
different orders of cinematic sounds is useful here in order to conceptualize the unsettling
rhetoric of both embodiment and deceleration.14 Acousmatic sounds, for Chion, are sounds
whose sources are hidden from the viewer’s view. They can reside in or emanate from
what lies beyond the frame of the image; or they can resound from non-diegetic spaces, a
film’s musical soundtrack and the voiceover of a disembodied filmic narrator being the most
common examples. In Chion’s view, the use of film sound is at its most productive when
sounds begin to shift their status, in particular when they undergo what he calls a process of
de-acousmatization, that is to say, when invisible sounds suddenly wander across and pierce
the frame of the image and thereby redefine our point of view and reshape our understanding
of and relationship to the integrity of the cinematic frame. It is tempting to describe Herzog’s
heartbeat as acousmatic: a sound whose source remains invisible to the eye of the viewer.
But a more careful consideration must call this into question and come to the conclusion that
Herzog’s project, in this sequence, is to rub against and suspend the very distinction between
the acousmatic and the non-acousmatic so central to narrative filmmaking and its strategies
of framing the image. While the heart’s sounds, technically speaking, belong, of course, to
both the acousmatic and the non-diegetic, Herzog’s aim in this sequence is for us to hear
them as indexical signs of the viewer’s own heartbeat within the diegetic space; or more
precisely, to define the camera as a tool inviting us to listen to our own bodies and experience
our bodies’ sounds as echoes of other times and places.
Herzog’s use of sound is indicative of the extent to which Cave Cinema envisions
a viewer categorically different from the unified and critically distanced subject of both
transcendental philosophy and modern critical theory. Cave Cinema redefines cinema as a
Benjaminian “room-for-play”: it wants to allow human beings, in Miriam Hansen’s words, “to
appropriate technology in the mode of play, that is, in a sensory-somatic and nondestructive
form.”15 Cave Cinema aims to situate the viewer’s body as a mechanism actively generating
audiovisual experience within its own physiological and affective indeterminacy. It enables
viewers to establish sensory connections to images and sounds, the origins of which lie less
in the framed space of the screen than in the viewers’ bodily innervations, their ability to
assimilate to, incorporate, build, and rebuild the world with their own senses. Neither sound
nor image merely serves the purpose of representing the world, i.e., to contain it within
the bounds of a reliable frame. On the contrary, Cave Cinema encourages non-instrumental
relationships between perception and perceiving body based, not on desires to control,
contain, and frame, but on our yearning to learn how to listen and let go, to open ourselves up
to what is contingent and beyond our control. Instead of trying to force a relentless narrative
and perceptual trajectories onto the viewer, Cave Cinema allows the viewer to let go and slow
14
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down, the art of slowness here being understood as our ability to suspend linear temporal and
spatial orders and—like a dreamer—experience the world of our perception as something
beautifully ambivalent, enigmatic, in flux, inassimilable, and unpredictable.

4.
When it entered the scenes of everyday life around 1900, cinema had fostered a concept of life
as movement, change, chance, and process, and it promised to make this peculiarly modern
concept of life, in all its contingencies, representable, reproducible, and hence legible. Such
promises, however, were accompanied by considerable fears—anxieties about the unmooring
of reliable temporal and spatial templates. The rise of narrative cinema in the first two
decades of the twentieth century was part of an effort to alleviate such fears with the help
of commercially viable structures. Star-centered narratives, teleological and psychologically
motivated storylines, cross cutting and parallel editing—all served the purpose of channeling
what had been paradoxical and disquieting about cinema’s production of modern time into
more manageable and predictable forms.
Mary Ann Doane reminds us of the fact that, when speaking about the way in which
cinema engages temporality, we must initially distinguish between three different temporal
orders16 : (1) the mechanical, linear, and irreversible time of the apparatus; (2) the representation of time within a film’s diegesis and narrative; and (3) the temporality of the
viewers, the stories that brought them to the movies in the first place and structure the way
in which cinematic images magnetize their eyes, minds, and emotions. The rise of narrative cinema was largely driven by the attempt to fold the viewer’s temporal experience
into a film’s diegetic time, causing audiences to perceive cinema’s three distinct temporalities as one singular vectorial dynamic. Rather than amaze the spectator with records of
the unpredictable, i.e., with that which is without a limit or boundary, narrative film has
used everything at its disposal to define cinema as a machine able to produce integrated and
bounded temporalities—impressions of ordered time in which the ambivalences of cinematic
representation no longer trouble the viewer’s mind and perception.
At various junctures throughout the twentieth century, avant-garde movements and
counter-cinemas have sought to rally against commercial filmmaking’s collapsing of temporal
orders and its effective standardization of cinematic time. Though it would be irresponsible
to reduce experimental and independent filmmakers to one model, it is not much of an
exaggeration to say that avant-garde practice and criticism have largely been driven by the
vision of a critical and distant spectator eager to produce autonomous images, meanings,
and stories with the help of reflexive forms of iconoclasm. As a consequence, criticality at
the movies has been mostly associated with a viewer’s ability to run up against Hollywood
idolatry, to explore actively each of the three orders of temporality in cinema in its own terms
and rights, and precisely in this respect to replace the culture industry’s exploitation of affect
and mimetic desire with emancipatory agency and self-determination.
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Let me in closing emphasize the extent to which Herzog’s Cave Cinema formulates an
alternative challenge to mainstream cinema, borrowing what W. J. T. Mitchell calls critical
idolatry, a project reminiscent of how totemism seeks to reframe the unabashed power of the
idol. “Totemism,” Mitchell has argued, “is the historical successor of idolatry and fetishism
as a way of naming the hypervalued image of the Other. It also names a revaluation of the
fetish and idol. If the idol is or represents a god, and the fetish is a ‘made thing’ with a
spirit or demon in it, the totem is ‘a relative of mine,’ its literal meaning in the Ojibway
language.”17 Unlike the idol, whose surplus meaning requires absolute submission to some
ultimate value, and unlike the fetish, which makes us as fragmented individuals—somewhat
perversely—obsess about material objects as if they were not of our own making, the totem is
associated with the negotiation and regulation of community bonds, with how meanings and
identities are transmitted from past to the present, and with ways in which certain populations
may reproduce themselves to warrant their futures.
As it presents film as a sensory relay station of multiple durations and open-ended
stories, Cave Cinema positions itself as a modern heir to the archaic role of the totem. It
reminds us not only of the fact that even in our totally enlightened world we often encounter
images as if they wanted something from us, as if they were charged with some mystical
or mysterious power far in excess of what humans may have initially put into them. It also,
and as importantly, sways us to acknowledge that such a seemingly archaic overvaluation
of certain objects does not necessarily force us into positions of submissive repetition and
ahistorical fetishism. Herzog’s cinema wants to proffer images and sounds that are meant to
be transformative in nature. It may not expect viewers to become iconoclastic avant-gardists
eager to destroy or disfigure the idols of cinematic representation, but it provides powerful
“echo chambers”18 for human thought, deliberation, memory, and anticipation. Similar to
totemism, Cave Cinema treats cinematic images as if they were relatives of ours—as if we
encountered them as both challenging other and sensorially familiar. This cinema’s mode
of display hopes to expand our perception so as to enable viewers to let go of the idols
and fetishes of mainstream entertainment and recall film’s original promise of contingency
and indeterminism as key features of modern life; and it probes the different registers of
filmic temporality so as to sharpen our senses for the various meanings of mobility that
may delineate contours for future communities. Both strategies recall and recalibrate what
totemism was (and is) all about: to make us recognize our engagements with and obligations
to others in all their flux and indetermination. As a form of totemism in a reflective key, Cave
Cinema produces presence as a plurality of relationships, perceptions, and vectors of motion.
And in doing so, Cave Cinema asks its viewers to approach their respective presents, not
from the standpoint of either an unchangeable past or an entirely discontinuous future, but by
interacting with a realm of potentiality and becoming, a site energized by the co-temporality
of unclaimed pasts and alternate, open futures.
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